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                           Chapter 1

     "Louise, We're looking for a 'lance to do the Moon, solo: Interested?".  Suzi Melchuk's com‑window rudely intruded over the screenscript of my current, unsolicited, masterpiece. As usual, the harried features editor of the "Wandering Rom" was challenging for this year's title as Ms. Bad Hair Day. The virtual presence of her square, thirty somethings, face and lurid makeup normally accompanied a brusque thirty second  'take it or leave it' sound bite. That day, before turning to weightier matters, she indulged in a couple of minutes of friendly small talk, and my gaze drifted to the window of that tiny corner of my apartment that my tax return laughingly calls my office. In the distance the setting Sun was nervously descending onto the distant peaks of Vancouver Island. 

      Even in these days of sub‑micro systems, a solo multi‑media trawl verges on hard labour. On the other hand, a paying trip to the Moon was something for which most creeps and peeps would give substantial chunks of their anatomy. The Rom's editorial nets always collapsed into acrimony around Noon eastern time. Obviously Suzi had been trolling the nets for the better part of a day, so there just had to be a catch. Uh‑huh, I thought so, Suzi's starting with the bonus payments, always a bad sign, perhaps I could afford to play the coquette. 

     As we networked, amber beams tingled the Pacific swells with gold and silver, soared into my office, collided with my work station, fell onto my desk, recoiled with disgust from a neglected cup of corrosive coffee, tripped over a heap of liberated hotel comcalcs, and finally passed out on a nice soft heap of bills. In this day of instant E‑coms for everything, bad news travels by paper. Forget about hanging, it's poverty that really concentrates the mind. With the promise of a modest advance to be zipped to my hollow sounding current account, and despite a certain amount of unease, my reluctance melted like the Eastern snows in spring. 

     "OK! that's agreed?". Suzi sounded just a little too relieved to be concluding a deal. "The Moon. We arrange the booking, your systems and coverage, a multi‑media piece for April." Suzi's icon, paused, jerked its thumbball, and looked back at me with eyes that pleaded: 'Pleease take it, I want to go home, it's been a long day'.  "The dead line is March 25, 2054,  trade penalties and refund conditions. OK?." That last phrase, of course, translates to 'if it is not there on time, we will want our money back, and then, just for fun, we'll sue the hide off you for breach of contract.'  Taking a deep breath, I voiced my sig. encrip.. 

     The 'Wandering Rom' caters to that small, but great hearted band who know that given a little time, and a very modest investment, this can still be an interesting world. Who can forget the award winning series on spelunking the abandoned

Nevada nuclear test range, or  "By Balloon over Mt. Etna."? Not forgetting, of course, my own modest contribution on low cost, hard suit, abyssal diving off Costa Rica. My new mission was simple: make that one small step and leave my boot prints on the Moon, without being the expenses paid star of a champion currency brokerage. I would blaze a multi‑media trail for the dedicated traveller and earn that coveted, genuine lunar crest for the fanny pack, without having hacked the robo‑roulette computers at Monte‑Carlo.  

     Mid way through last November I found myself outside an peeling grey office door half way up a dilapidated 20th century tower block in one of the seedier of London's (Europe) many seedy suburbs. The decor of streaked plague yellow paint peeling off the walls perfectly matched the ambiance of the frayed, mud encrusted carpet on the floor. As half the light fixtures in the corridor had at some time or another had wisely decided to find better accommodation elsewhere the sign on the door might have more usefully been inscribed in braille. "Ascensions Plc, Travel Bureau."

     A couple of minutes' struggle with a loose door handle and I was in an circa 1984 office that Winston Smith would have recognized. The light crawling in through grimy windows to escape from a Northern European, wet, early winter day struggled to illuminate a room framed by unclosed and overloaded filing cabinets bulging with brown and crumpled forms. The counter was genuine Thatcherian, for slats of dust streaked plywood were emerging from under huge boils in its cheap veneer. This little fiefdom was ruled over by a short, excessively matured, woman in a cheap faded, rose and lilac, print dress. Her throne was a dim display terminal crowned by a greasy tea cup. Since a couple of polite coughs produced no reaction I gave the door behind me a force 7 slam. With a regal, slow turn of the head, she rose and loomed up to the counter. Several power tools had been blunted in carving her deeply chiselled features. Think of a walking, gift wrapped, half brick. Her girth easily matched her height. The Sagas warn of such females, and the terror they inspire in men's hearts when they rise from their dens in the kitchens of government and University canteens.

      Mighty arms akimbo she scowled across the counter. "Well?" she said, with all the warmth of a spring day on Neptune, and a couple of mice bolted for cover under a decaying banker's box of waybills in a far corner of the room.  

       "I'm Louise Chan," I said, trying to open the bidding in my brightest tone of voice.  "You left a message at the YWCA about there being a standby on the next lift to the Moon." 

       "So!?" said the woman, before returning to her seat and sucking noisily from her tea cup, which revealed yet another ring had been added to the ancient communications terminal,

whose top had long since put the Olympic Flag to shame. After ignoring me for several minutes, with a final glare in my direction the cook from lower trollheim peered shortsightedly into the very faded and distorted screen before deftly thundering a series of light sledgehammer blows on a much abused QWERTY keyboard. A pregnant silence fell for a further thirty seconds.

      In the yellowing light old piles of faded fax paper lay in frozen cascades from warped dusty shelves precariously nailed to walls caked with layers of faded twentieth century cheap wall paper. Nothing disturbed the magic of the moment except a sound like that of a small animal in pain coming from somewhere behind the terminal, whose display was now tumbling from top to bottom in a mad frenzy of delight. Pow! the troll had smashed its knobs with a right uppercut that would have felled a giant. Reluctantly the screen restablized itself, and as the display nervously twitched from side to side as if ready to duck another blow, the terminal spewed out a 5 cm thick pile of cream brown documents onto the desk top, and half a second later onto the floor. 

        Ten seconds later my friendly customer service agent  was scowling at me over the counter top while thumbing through the grubby, frayed documents with designer matched fingers. 

        "OK dearie!" she said, "You are Louise Chan?", with  that delightful 'you are going to have an utterly miserable day' tone to be found in petty bureaucracies the world over. I nodded cheerfully with experienced innocence. "You have been allocated a standby personnel tank on the lunar shot on Thursday Morning." Please God, may my funeral dirge be jollier. That nasal monotone might have come from the dusty computers trying to hide under long neglected invoices over by the window. The wide one continued. "Ascensions contracts to deliver you to Lunar Delta within one month of advise of terrestrial departure, and if required, to return you to Earth not less than two calendar months and not more than 3 calendar months there after. All schedules to be at the behest of the shipper. Passenger to be notified not less than 24 hours before departure from Lunar Delta. All routing according to traffic requirements"  

          Old eyes flipped over four sheets of unreadable small print and stopped half way down the fifth page. "Technical last departure date 1st of March next year." Then like a practiced dealer at some sleazy Soho casino she piled the documents in front of me. Identification: one handy, plastic, holographic card, a bit out of focus. "Louise Chan. Cascadian, height 1.62, weight 51 (lies!), eyes brown, hair black, racial appearance Oriental/Caucasian. Then followed, six sheets: "Air Ticket and space way bills." Baggage tags and seals: two sheets stuck

permanently back to back: "Liability and insurance:" ten sheets with microscopic print followed: "Blood chit and post mortem:", She paused to savour the little joke that was the  highlight of her working week: "Sorry liability limitation and your medical standing: A+, " She glared down at the copy of the check list from the clinic in Havana: "No communicable diseases....at  the moment:" Her eyes glanced furtively for a reaction from me, but I am much too old a campaigner to fall for that one. 

     "Space rating from the Costa Rican Marine and Space Academy: C rating (Marine transfer) hard pressure suit use" a small red and blue certificate for that one. And finally a fully paid up bond for accommodation and supplies for one year's lunar stay at basic level, refundable pro rata. "Keep these with you at all times while on the journey." Then as an afterthought to modern technology flipped a smart card sized data slice across the counter, "It's all in here I think." Her work for the week completed the troll slumped back into her chair which groaned in renewed agony. "You will have to catch the airport bus tonight, there is a flight leaving for Ascension Island in the morning." 

     I turned to leave, but she stopped me and in a gentler tone added. "I saw that you call yourself a journalist in your passport. I see 'em all here you know, and you are not the first to use that excuse to travel freight." She paused, and sighed for a moment, "You look a nice kid. Don't believe what they say about sex on the Moon. They can't do it there you know. It's the gravity." She stopped. Her warning about the Mummy's curse, was being ignored by a foolish stranger. Gazing balefully over the counter top her eyes scanned my well travelled, light green, jump suit for signs of my cute boyish, All right! flat, figure....for a few moments. Then she shook her head slowly, an ancient gargoyle on the temple of space passing judgment on yet another doomed female. "It's not too late for a partial refund....." Another pause and a sage shake of the head. "You'll starve." She said, without the slightest trace of concern. As I opened the door she turned to her terminal and gulped down the remains of her greasy cup of tea as if I no longer existed. 

                           Chapter 2

     If the 19th century was the century of the explorer, and the 20th that of the business traveller, then this century the tourist is king! There can not be a square centimetre of this cramped mud ball of a planet that is not visited, guided

around, trideecorded, protected, trashed and then cleaned up again on a twenty four hour basis. True, this has reduced the incidence of major warfare, and that is something to be thankful for. In its place, we have the crushing ennui that comes from experiencing all of humankind as kith and kin, and while you may choose your friends, you are damn well stuck with your relatives. 

     In an age of luxury tours to the South Pole there are still hardy souls that yearn for the hot spice of adventure. If taking a number in Katmandu removes the zest from conquering "The Goddess Mother of the World.", then the sign saying  "Please take your litter home" tastefully placed on the world's highest peak must sicken.  

     So what's left? The devil or the deep blue sea? As I found out off Central America last year even the oceans are getting crowded. That reminds me, before I can visit Neptune's realm again I will have to pay that interfering seacop's 'defective systems' ticket. The adventurer ends up wanting to scream 'Stop the planet, I want to get off!' No problem, an instantaneous funds transfer, and you too can zoom into the heavens in a wide selection of classes to suit every well lined pocket. 

     Somehow a visit to a space station is not real. Like a tourist liner, an orbital hotel is not really a place or an experience, but the ultimate in voyeurism. Looking down from on high the pampered tourist can photograph the picturesque misery of the slums of greater Nairobi, while rubbing shoulder pads with rich Limeys as they place bets on the outcome of wars still raging over borders their forefathers drew across the Dark and blood soaked continent. Still, away from the crowds a few turn outwards towards the Moon and feel the call of the great open Space beyond.

       Now I am an old campaigner at the wilder edges of the  tourist game, and over the last decade since I first set out as a naive teenager determined to see the world on 10 Neu Euros a day, I have developed a sixth sense for all kinds of trouble. Politics I  can work around, bullets I have dodged, and of course, I take all the sensible precautions, since sex  occasionally rears its head. 

    A short trip in the crowded 'grope and feel' third class of the London Underground Railway brought me to the late evening streets outside the Victoria Coach Station. A light rain razored sideways in the cold wind. The occasional taxi hissed past along the dark streets, triggering the street lights for a few seconds, before leaving the last straggling pedestrians to stumble their way in the grey green pall cast by the night trading lights of looming office blocks. 

Switching my multi-media systems to boost, I began my assignment.  "Here we are outside the Victoria Coach Station, one of Europe's most notorious transportation venues." Perched on my left shoulder my audio visual parrot began recording the scene. A quick glance at my wrist monitor told me that everything  was going nicely into the slices in my fanny pack. I continued, "The brightly coloured bashes at the bottom of the far wall are shelters crafted by the homeless from discarded toxic waste containers. Even after a century of decline and mismanagement, clearly the British underclass have not lost their famous ability to muddle through somehow in difficult circumstances."

      Sunglasses with stereo microcameras may look sexy on media stars, but professional quality coverage has to have the  steadiness and resolution of a stabilised, shoulder mounted camera. Of course, the latest models are streamlined and match the current fashion for padded shoulders. I haggled for mine in a pawn shop and it really did look like the cross between a scrawny parrot and a squashed Box Brownie on legs. My friends knew better that to make jokes about preferring my new head. These days most tridee shots can be faked from flat files but the techs much prefer a double image. So after a slow 10 second high resolution pan, I took two practiced steps sideways and started a reverse pan. The parrot's fibre optics gyroscopes steady the shot and will record exactly how much I have moved for the media suite's computers. Scans and zooms can be morphed in later. I chatted into the parrot as I walked towards the station entrance, "The famous cockney sense of humour is revealed in the numerous graffiti describing the amazing sexual activities of leading Politicians and the Royal Family." 

      Bus stations the world over present the traveller with  magnificent garbagescapes of baggage and human forms scattered amongst broken chairs and the remains of cheap snacks. But each has its own distinctive bouquet! A connoisseur could never mistake the incense, Diesel fuel and cow dung of India for the greasy hamburger, popcorn and toxic coffee of Newark N.J.. With the parrot buzzing quietly in my left ear my soul was now stirred by a uniquely British atmosphere of dead curry, decaying fish and chips and stale beer. It was so good to be working again at last. 

     A few late passengers were scurrying towards the ranks of massive Eurochar coaches with signs proudly proclaiming destinations at the far end of the Eurolink. A swarm of electric motors hummed angrily as massive environment conditioners purged luxurious interiors of the noxious London air. My transport waited well beyond the concourse at the far end of the station. Somehow the sight of that asthmatic old diesel powered bus stenching up its dingy bay made me feel a trifle uneasy. Somewhere under the grime that coated its sides I could just see the traces of a green and cream livery. I may use the latest multi‑media gadgets, but somehow technology is something I never have come completely to terms with, especially the variety that is held together with string and prayer; and the down at one corner destination board suggested that string was in short supply.

     The driver was a big smoked Irish type dressed in a bright yellow sweater, Hawaiian shirt and faded blue canvas trousers. He was comfortably wedged between the steering wheel and the driver's window with his eyes closed, while listening to the latest from the charts at a skull bending volume on the intercom. Dropping my carry pack accidentally on his boots produced an outstretched hand for my ticket stub. Darky writhed slowly, looked at me through half focused eyes, and shook his head. "Hope thee know't what th't in for lass!" The accent was broadest Yorkshire and the shrug was universal.

      It must have been a busy night, for there were all of 5 other passengers heading out to the Atlantic air base. A couple of junior R.A.F. officers in uniform presumably going back to the Falklands and paying for the privilege of an extra couple of days at home by flying civvy. A old lady in a grey skirt suit was surrounded by shopping bags probably filled with low cost presents for relatives on St. Helena or perhaps Tristan. Next to her a young woman in a blue raincoat with a scarf still tied around her head was trying to trying to start a conversation in that weird accent of the mid‑Atlantic islands, and at the back, wrapped in the scarf of a minor university, and already looking a trifle green, a pimply young man wearing a tweed jacket and floppy trousers.  In the seat beside him was a large wooden box a bit under a meter square, that he guarded like a primed bomb.

     Precisely at our departure time the driver stirred, reached down for a greasy looking paper bag and took out what transpired was his supper. The other passengers took no notice and through the mud streaked, lightly cracked windows we watched the tail lights of the last fuel‑cell powered eurochars swinging out of the deserted station forecourt. 

     Promptly twenty minutes late, well after midnight, the driver threw the remains of his supper out of the window and backed the bus into its own effluent. A couple of minutes later and we swung out into the dark south London streets. The evening rain had by now turned to a light sleet and the bus swayed and skidded out into the suburbs. At the foot of giant, slab sided office towers small human figures huddled for shelter against the high tensile stainless steel portcullises. Now and then a zapper laser beam spat viscously down from the upper story security cabins, but the sleepers knew better than to rest beneath a glory hole. Only our bus disturbed the night time curfew, throwing up a tail of slush and garbage for the commuters of the morrow on to the pavements. In other words the  cracked and uneven slabs that in England pass for what visitors from the other side of the Pond call sidewalks. 

       A couple of kilometres on and the bus joined the stream of lorries and patrollers crawling along the western motorway. Soon the swerving of the bus and the gentle thudding of the wheels on the bumpy road shook into a cocktail with the carbon monoxide and nitric oxides from a leaky exhaust to send me off into surprisingly easy dose. To be on the road again at last. It is a feeling only the addicted tourist understands. From consumers of the super‑luxury class to the hardest of hard arser the joy of heading out to somewhere new is common. The mundane is behind you. Throw away the cellular coms link. It is too late to turn off that light you forgot. Calls can wait. Faxes can vanish to a null port or decay in crumpled piles behind the desk, for tomorrow will reveal new horizons.

   If the bed I sleep in tonight is the seat of a plane ten hours delayed at some rural airstrip known only to drug smugglers and cattle ranchers, then that is infinitely better than the clean sheets and familiar mattress of home. So as we clattered above the crumbling 20th century suburbs, I relaxed knowing that once again, after too long an absence, I slept in the hands of a long suffering St Christopher. 

       My sleep was disturbed for a few minutes when we picked

up half a dozen roughneck types reeking of cheap scotch and with accents to match at Heathrow. But after that I could curl up in my frayed seat and dream that I was ten years less wise, and once again bumping for the first time over the backroads of the less developed world.

      I awoke stiff and hungry to a melody of snores over the rumbling bass of the bus. In the grey glow of the night lights the face of the young man I took to be a student was an ashen mask of determination, yet he too was asleep. Since its re-engineering there are few lights here to brighten the night of western England and less to record. 'What the heck,' I thought, 'I can take this stuff from files when I get back; if I get back.' The cottages of the live-in rural theme parks were cloaked by the bucolic black out, but here and there the gate compound of an agricomplex sped past, a lurid yellow oasis of high pressure light in the darkness. In the distance the auroral green of what had to be perimeter lights the Plymouth yupclass secure habitation zone irradiated the low clouds on the southern horizon. 

       Over the next two hours the bus wound its way off the last crumbly few kilometres of the main highway and onto the wandering service access lanes of rural England. The dawn came, thought better of it, and then  reluctantly decide to stay for a while. My companions' consciousness did the same. Slowly the snores gave way to grunts and the harmonious twangs of ancient seat springs and everybody stirred, looked at their watches, then outside. Realizing that we were at least an hour late, all tried to dose off, then in a common desperate rush queued up for the bus', one hole straight onto the road toilet facilities.        

        "Don't worry miss," it was the old lady. Her accent was a soft cocktail of Scotch shaken with 'Strine and Bourbon that had obviously travelled well, "this bus is always late." I hadn't asked, but I have always found that conversation is a good antidote to a delayed breakfast, and I shuffled across the aisle. She stopped combing her curly grey hair and smiled as I joined her. As I guessed she lived on St Helena. "I am an artist, and it is so quiet there I can concentrate on my work, but I have to come to London to buy my paints and talk to my agent." A couple of minutes later and I was in a world of unicorns and princesses in flowing robes, with a landscape of rolling hills, wild woods and little low‑height towns.  No wonder she lived on St. Helena, the real world of orderly high profit agri‑zones, fast turnover employment allocation queues, cost effective hi‑dense habtowers and power lease executive class designer neighbourhoods was as alien and hostile to her as the backside of Pluto. 

    "Are you recording this? Oh my!" With a glance to my shoulder at my beady eyed electronic parrot, she pulled a thick, well thumbed sketch book out of a faded carpet bag at her feet with the familiarity and loving awe of a Rabbi uncovering the holy scrolls. For a few minutes it seemed I was a child again, curling up with my counsellor as she read a favourite fairy story. "I got away from London into the country for a few days and would you like to see my drawings?" The rough outlines and quick pastel shadings were strangely familiar, like a landscape remembered in a dream. A view of the sea gave me the clue. This was the Eurochannel, for those cliffs could only be the Seven Sisters, but where were the regularly spaced black moving walls of container navigation modules? In her heart, if not her eye, small boats with sails like trideechannel logos still tied up at stone quays before colourfully dressed thick set men with bushy beards and short tobacco filled pipes. No plastidomes arched from hi‑rise hotels over UV screened beaches before plunging a regulation kilometre offshore onto the osmotic hydro‑clean filter walls. I could see why her work must have been popular with a certain market sector. Few love our shambling, overcrowded century but all must tolerate its dirt and fear, and escaping to the past is appealing.

      Is the addicted tourist cursed by the same magic as this little old lady from the edge of nowhere, with her grey twin set skirt suit and imitation pearls, and her oil and canvas dreams? It is a question I had never asked myself before. Are we travellers with the ever unsatisfied urge to visit the strange corners of the globe desperately searching for a cosy human scale home that no longer exists on our grimy pressure cooker of a planet? Perhaps Shangri‑La is over the next mountain, or maybe at the end of some rusty railway line? The urge is there, and maybe like the canvas reverie before me should gently stir but never be shaken by reality.

   My philosophic musings came to a sudden halt with her last water colour. "A Fish Market", with bright stalls, happy porters, and women in long skirts, unloading small wooden ships at a stone quay. Now unlike most people, I have actually eaten fish straight from the 'Channel. Children will do the most extraordinary things, especially when dared to do so by a fellow foster sibling while on international exchange time. I was in bed for a week, and on anti‑toxins for six months. The thought of eating non depolluted fish products made me gag. "Do you, ugh..know where we are? " I asked, trying to hide my nausea. 

   "Almost there." replied my companion peering through the dirty windows at a landscape of shaved off hills, straight robot tiller tracks and cloned timber crops that could have been anywhere in the temperate northern hemisphere. The bus rolled and swayed along a road that was the only feature of the landscape that had not been optimized. One of the rough necks stood up to put on a heavy raincoat in the aisle between the seats, and fell onto the young saints woman, probably by design judging by the time and manipulations it took for him to get

upright again. The driver was obviously tired as the next corner took two wheels into the ditch. The bus was now on a road little wider than a farm track, and hardly what one would expect to lead to an international airport, but two more sharp turns and over the brow of a hill brought sight of a long black runway, ending abruptly at a small cliff overlooking a rolling grey ocean.

    "This is the back way in." It was the student, now wide awake and grimly hanging onto his box. " The main entrance is from the south, and with that the bus lurched for one last time onto a wide and smooth perimeter track, and stopped at a barber's pole gate. At the sound of the bus, a sentry in a shabby blue uniform appeared from a small gate house. Taking one look at the driver he raised one hand in acknowledgment and casually lounged on the weighted end of the gate only to have a stream of rusty water pour from the hinge onto his mud soaked feet. The overnight rain had stopped but the remains of a faded blue ensign flapped violently in a stiff Atlantic breeze as we passed a flaking sign proclaiming that this was a Royal Air Force base.

       "The government keeps this a military base," it was the student. "that way petroleum burners can use it." He had that insufferable smart arse, know all, tone of the someone suffering from a surfeit of Trivia Pursuit. Unfortunately I was his nearest target. "Yes, if it was a civilian airport Commission pollution regulations would never allow liquid burners to land here. Since the Irish shut Shannon this is now the only place in Western Europe where old smokies can land." 

   I could feel an attack of my technophobia coming on. Well, Admiral Nelson suffered from seasickness and nothing risked nothing gained, but perhaps, just perhaps, a little voice was telling me I should have looked more closely at the fine print of my itinerary. 

      The terminal was a clean but unprepossessing block of a building, with a terminally closed cafeteria barricaded by a line of half empty vending machines patiently waiting to take a misguided extraterrestrial to their leader. The coffee was cold, and the flickering destination board showed our flight's departure was even more delayed than we were. Walls may not have ears, but in airports they certainly have signs. No spitting, no smoking, no vending or soliciting, no unauthorized entry, and, oops, No Photography. A trifle quaint but obviously my parrot had to go into my shoulder bag. I thought of being stealthy, but there was no point in taking risks at this point in a trawl, and anyway there was nothing worth recording. So along with a dozen or so other passengers who had just decanted from a bus from Wales, we milled around the empty hall, seeing no one but the back of a disinterested customs man drinking tea inside a glass booth. 

       Eventually I found granny seated on a small fold out stool on the observation deck sketching a couple of snowy albatrosses which to my untutored eye looked suspiciously like bedraggled half starved seagulls. She smiled happily when she saw me and went back to her work. Meanwhile the student had taken the point position in front of the check in desk, still guarding his precious box. 

      "Imperial Aviation Services announce garble garble garble." It could only be our flight, there were all of four scheduled that day, and the next was in five hours' time. Airport check‑ins are more or less the same everywhere, and except for the casual mood of our three ground shepherds and the total lack of competition we could have been in Tokyo. The ticket counter clerk reserved a special sigh and shake of the head when she saw my ticket. I was sent on my way with the apologetic look of a foreman at a packing plant accepting a pet lamb. 

       The tarmac looked like the forecourt of a down at heel  aviation museum. Several old Boeings in various states of  digestion were parked untidily amongst a pair of Illyshins and a turn of the century Airbus. At least these leftovers of a forgotten age of air travel provided a little shelter against the biting wind now whipping in from the sea. Did I say forgotten? I spoke much too soon.

      I know of earnest travellers that will tell you of their flight in the last DC‑3 in commercial service. Rumour has it that it is flying for a shady mining and narcotics operation in the Andes. For us, like Marley's ghost, sitting on the end of the taxi way, waiting to take us to Ascension was a 747 in a faded red, white and blue livery. It must have been a nearly a century old. I just managed to grab a few background shots with my disguised pencil camera as Granny poked me in the back to hurry me up the stairs to its entrance.

      Our luxury airliner had obviously once been used for a European Cup soccer special, and the home team had lost! The interior design was by graffiti and tear with half the seat trays conveniently placed in the luggage bins, that no longer latched. Oh well, at least the lone and aged member of the cabin staff had not batted an eyelid at my eventual destination. 

       Our cabin was the pimple behind a cockpit stuck on top 

of the cavernous fuselage that was being stuffed full of very battered and well worn cargo bins. No doubt this greatly annoyed the resident bats. So this was how people travelled in the last century; high‑altitude boredom. There were no seat back trideescreens, the cabin screen and projector had been replaced by patched up holes and the audio socket was stuffed with chewing gum. Even the magazines in the rack at the front had been recycled from a doctor's waiting room. 

        Using my hand baggage as an instrument of the martial arts won me a window seat and the sight of a small speeding taxi slithering to a halt in front of the terminal. Five minutes later and its former occupant was running up across the tarmac in our direction. Once he was in the cabin and had shed his raincoat, I rated him a six and a half. Not bad! True he was sloppily dressed in sneakers, grey casuals and an old green bush jacket, but he was about thirty, tallish, slim but muscular and with a tanned, finely featured face and trim buns. On second thoughts I added a couple of bonus points as he moved down the cabin. I wish I could move like that. Me‑aow, Purr! With his carry bag swinging from his shoulder he flowed down the aisle toward me, with his weight swinging precisely from foot to foot like a cat on the prowl. Rats! I pointedly moved my carry ons from the seat beside me, and he still went past me. He finally curled up in an empty row at the back and pulled out a military style data reader. That was that for in flight entertainment!

     A series of bone jarring bangs and thuds told us the engines had started. Our passenger comfort specialist kindly informed us to read the safety instructions to be found in the pocket in the seat back in front of us. This was a lie, there was no seat back. If safety was a worry, I could always swim.

      Take off was not the familiar vertical swoosh into the air with the passengers sagging gently into the softly contoured upholstery. After bumping for a kilo or two over a cart track thinly disguised with concrete, we swung on to the runway. Down go the cabin lights, and up goes the engine noise. Through the window I could see nitrous oxides and unburnt hydrocarbons spewing into the atmosphere in a fine black plume, and then we're off. My head cricked on the torn seat top, and the cabin became a blur of vibration as the plane careened along the runway. "Forgive us our trespasses..." for the cabin was swaying side to side in the wind. 

     One of the rednecks became green, the student was about to be sick, granny is doing her knitting, and I am having flash backs of my life, when suddenly the bumping stops and somehow the old crate is in the air. All we have is a quick view of the end of the runway before disappearing into cloud. A couple of minutes later and the cabin lights up with the Sun. "We have been cleared to cross automatic flight airspace, and will be arriving at Wide a Wake in 8 hours." That was our pilot speaking, none of your newfangled robopilots for Imperial Aviation. This was flying by wire, with the wires stretched over pulleys and frequently going twang!         

       Frankly, after the take off it was all boringly

familiar. I pulled out my parrot and recorded a few routine chats with my fellow sufferers and, since the hunk at the back clearly did not want to be disturbed, I spent much of the rest of the flight looking out at the wing estimating how many of the corroded looking rivets would have to fall out before we crashed. 

     "Fasten seat belts, in preparation for landing." Landing was take off in reverse. A teeth chipping bump as the wheels hit the runway, followed by violent swaying as we careered down the runway before swinging to a halt in front of a dingy jail block of a building. Next to it was a vast rusty hanger surrounded by a gapped toothed yellow picket fence hung with freshly painted hazardous material signs. 

                              Chapter 3 

     Ascension Island is where two tectonic plates break the surface of the Atlantic, look around, and then wisely go for a swim to the Azores. In all my travels I have always found some​thing nice to say about tropical islands, but here I was at a loss. Ascension Island is a heap of volcanic clinker strewn with overheated junk food containers. A few plants had sprouted amidst the garbage. At the sight of an ash pit topped by a jumble of tacky boxes and satellite dishes they had wilted in despair. The nine hole golf course was a dusty black. Only the cricket pitch was a carefully tended sickly green. Over this fast order kitchen franchised by the devil loomed the island's chopped off volcano with a small railway going up its slopes. As soon as the 747's doors were open its passengers were herded into the terminal past a grim faced guard. Anyone who has to wear a bullet proof vest in the tropics looks grim. 

     The 'passenger processing facility' had an interior modeled on the Chicago stockyards. The rednecks waved and whistled good bye to the Saint's girl as they swarmed down a chute. During the flight I had learned that they were booked on a charter to the Brazilian off‑shore hydrate fields. The girl in her turn vanished into a holding pen before testing her wings on a short hop to her native soil. I panned around for the old lady of the unicorns and ended up focussed on a very shiny button. Unfortunately, it was the regulation third button down on the regulation uniform of a regulation military policeman whose beady little eyes bore down on me round the sides of the regulation peak of the regulation flat hat on his regulation flat head. 

     "Sorry Mizz, This is a military establishment. Photography and unauthorized reporting is strictly forbidden. Let me see your ID and boarding pass." I was a parade ground blemish. "Freelance peep with a ticket to the Moon. Hmmm." The corners of the horizontal slot beneath his nose twitched slightly. "First of your kind that actually brought an old parrot along..." he growled as he returned my ID while fingering the underside for a bribe with practiced fingers. An act I, of course, immortalized on data slice. There is not a seam in my jump suit that is not optical quality glass fibre. From this point on my parrot was well and truly sealed. Since my contract now demanded a broadcast quality record, for the time being, I was in stealth mode. I had to find somewhere with a view where I could sit down and use a hidden camera if the video reconstruction costs weren't to eat my returns on this trawl. It was beginning to sink in why Suzi had been so happy to close this deal.

    I had half a day to burn under the tropical sun before I was due to check in for a railway ride up the volcano to the spaceport at the summit. How better to spend the time than sitting in the shadow of the double arches while sipping a mug of the brown semi‑liquid tannic acid residues for which the British Isles and its former colonies are notorious? This particular reloading stop for the mouth had several dozen flat topped, plastic loading docks surrounded by brightly coloured chairs. About a third were occupied by off duty crews and an modest assortment of migratory passengers. It was identical to fast food joints I have patronized in Nagpur, (loved the oranges), stinky Caracas, or by dear old dilapidated Interstate 89. It was clean, quick and most important of all it had a lovely big window overlooking the tarmac. 

     "Hi, you were on the plane here."  It was Mr. Trivia Pursuit, the student, who was still dragging his box around. The tropical heat had stripped him of his scarf and jacket, and he chattered like a someone forcibly exiled to a nudist colony. "I am on my way to the Moon to conduct some research." I groaned silently as he dropped into the plastic bum‑holder opposite me. At least he did not bang my electronic organizer with his tray as he sat down. As it lay on the table its hidden camera was in the middle of a high‑res scan of the airport apron outside. Velociraptors can smell a solitary peep in the jungle, and this island was crawling with security types: those two heavies over there in the warn coveralls with the not quite so well faded shoulder flashes, for instance. 

     "I'm Louise, This your first time in space?." I asked, preempting the conversation. 

     For a second the colour faded from the pasty complexion of his thin, angular face. Oh Boy are we going to have trouble with this one! "My name is Paul, Paul Linton. My grandmother was a Beetles fan and insisted that my elder brother was called John. After Georgina, my younger sister, was born she gave up." He shuffled his box with his feet under the table. "Professor Kendrick, my supervisor, knows a director of the Lunar Beta research station and arranged a three month fellowship. What's it like.. going freight."

     "Like everything else...TaNSTAAFL.. you get what you pay for." I hid my ignorance and irritation by looking bored and fiddling with my organizer. I now had a narrow angle view of the mechies on the other side of the airport. Covering the transshipment of ammunition boxes is often worth a bonus or two, once you get out of jail.

     "And we are going cheap." Paul rattled his spoon, sending a brown tsunami over the edge of his coffee plasticup. "At least it is only a couple of days." 

     "If you feel like that, why aren't you going via Canaveral." Might as well rub it in when I had the chance. 

     "On an English university research grant, you must be joking." He paused and turned to the window. "A sewer outfall in mid‑Atlantic." He was no longer talking to me. "Every rotten cargo goes through here. Drugs, chemicals, ammunition, banned animal products, if someone wants it and will pay, you can find it here.  A global sludge trap." he chanted gloomily.

     "What does that make us?" I get stuck with a college innocent meeting reality for the first time. I preferred fairy princesses, but by now granny was certainly well on her way to St. Helena. 

     "Polluted, I suppose." he replied with a sad grin. Outside a fork lift truck unloaded a stack of mine boxes from a container identified by the double circle of stars. It purred past us in the direction of a score of rattle trap air freighters emblazoned with the banners of petty African warlords. As it did so it stirred up the trail of smoke left by an antique truck going in the opposite direction carrying a couple of mangy lions in a cage. 

     "With space the world has a fresh start." I did my best to sound like a dusty returning from ground leave. Paul just snorted with barely hidden disgust, and turned to the volcano and the space port on its summit. A welcome silence fell over our table and for a few minutes I sipped my tea with relief. Across the airport, by the terminus of the mountain railway, a sleek corporate flyer glided to a halt. Catching a VIP in transit would be useful variety for my copy. 

     Stealth takes time and care, and for a few moments I forgot Paul as I used my cup to gently pan my organizer. Remembering my manners and my need for impromptu cover I asked. "What were saying about space?" Paul said nothing, his eyes had the flinty glaze of a Mormon Elder locked onto a sinner. His right hand fidgeted nervously in the pocket of his baggy cotton endurance pants. 

     "Oh my God," I thought, "he's going for a camera!" If you are a tourist, then act like a tourist. Tourists are herd animals. Scare one and you will have a stampede on your hands, and the authorities everywhere know they are much too valuable to upset. If you want to take a picture where you shouldn't, just take the photograph and play dumb. If you get away with it, fine. If not, know when and who to bribe, and above all, who not to flirt with. The worse that will happen is that the authorities will wipe your slice after putting you in the local lock up for a few hours. 

     Only experienced professionals should try to use stealth in a hostile environment. The raps had left their table and were pincering towards us. Paul was nonchalantly leaning on his left elbow with the cuff of the bulging right sleeve of his tacky red shirt aimed straight out of the window. He might as well have stood on the table and screamed "I want to make your day." 

     I rose smartly from the table, deliberately giving my organizer an accidental knock with my left elbow. As it hit the floor I kicked it under the table and slammed the lid shut with my heel. Hopefully it would take the hint and my camera would be hidden and locked. By the time the first Rap's hand was gently dislocating Paul's shoulder I was posing in front of the window with a silly "me standing in front of Anne Hatherway's cottage." smile on my face. 

     At this point I should conjure up some interesting dialogue. In fact not a word was spoken. I grinned and shrivelled like a pubescent school girl caught with her top off as I handed my boarding pass to the second raptor. He checked that my parrot was still sealed, and sniffed with bored disgust as handed my papers back. Meanwhile Rap one had lifted Paul out of his seat at arms length, like a turd out of a cess pit. A foreclaw and thumb ran painfully down the offending right sleeve, and the Paul's camera reluctantly oozed out onto the table. It is well known in the trade that security personnel have no interest in the finer points of multi media reporting. Paul's camera was a new tubular, long range compact, and quite expensive. Probably it was a gift from a proud mother to a son going to the stars. For one pregnant moment a burly paw held it over the edge of the table. "Hyee!" and a quick karate chop had crudely severed the memory cell from the optical body. Raptor one pocketed the offending pictures and threw Paul back into his chair with disgust. Raptor two dropped the remains of the camera, now bent into a delicate U shape into Paul's lap, before both returned to their table in the shadows.

     I scooped up my organizer and taking the hint we both left by the nearest exit. Paul began even before the doors to the corridor had shut behind us. "You foolish bitch! "I ought to wipe that silly smile off your face." Paul's face was purple with rage and frustration. "Do you realize how much my camera cost. I had a perfect shot of, " he gulped quickly, "before you dragged those goons into it." 

     "If you want to be strip searched, you're welcome." I

yelled back, " I can find just the people to do it." the last thing I needed was for my carry ons to be turned inside out. "You were just dumb. The raps had you sensed before you even leaned on the table." 

     "Me!, you were the one, posing your tits'n'arse." 

     "Hell! Don't YOU call me a tart. Claim the damn camera off your insurance. As if anyone would insure a jerk like you. Say a truck ran over it. If I had not acted like a dumb tourist, at this moment we'd be both be hand‑cuffed with bright lights in our faces. " 

     "You dusties, you techno types make me sick." Paul fumed and the angry vapours blocked his ears.  "You think you can run everything. You're probably a 'rap in drag. If I thought you knew what you'd done in there I'd, I'd.....", his voice tailed off leaving a white hot trail. 

     "If you want a shot of the Island, You can buy them over there." Paul was acting like a spoilt child and deserved to be treated as one. "There over by the Men's room the tourist boutique will sell you all the views of the Island you want. As for you f'ing camera," I waved my crushed organizer in his face. "That gorilla stomped on my electrodiary under the table. You going to pay for it?"

     And after a momentary, glaring, cease fire we went our opposite ways. It was hardly the start of a beautiful friendship. Once Paul had disappeared in the direction of the duty free transit lounge, I found a quiet corner and gave my poor organizer a once over. There was nothing wrong besides a jammed lock and bent hinges. An external test showed the electronics were working, if only I could reach the keyboard. But for the time being I was now without a monitor screen. I had checked my tools and wrist monitor in a bag for orbit. I slipped the data slice into the safe pouch hanging from my neck. Now all I could do was hope that my pencil camera would fill the gap until I was in zero G. With that thought a sudden tremor went up my spine. By this time tomorrow I really would be on my way to the Moon! 

     Interior shots are not worth much, but they were all I could take for the time being. In desperation I started informally interviewing a very bored sales clerk in the newspaper kiosk. 

     "Oh it gets busier in the evenings," she said, casting around the uncliented racks of internet terminals. "When the flights from South America come in." she continued, as she preened her fashion eyelashes using the screen of her register as a mirror. "All sorts of really interesting men come

through." Her lush figure wriggled in her skin tight uniform. 

     "Unfortunately I will be checking in before then." I needed background, "what do people need for space."

     The wheels churned slowly behind her baby brown eyes. After all it must have been very cramped under all that coiffed up black hair. "The chaplain's centre is on the other side of the airport" her heavily made up, over ripe olive features broke into a condescending smile. "Really they only ship freight up from here and boxes of things don't read much." she continued in her regal British accent. "The rockets can only lift so much into orbit, and if they have a heavy load that does not take up much space in the hold, they stick in a couple of body tanks." She grimaced as if swallowing bad medicine.

     "Well they must do something on the trip." this was hard labour, but the terminal was empty. 

     "Mining techies going back to camp spend their money, if they have any left, in the bar. They are not interested in what I have to offer. Space Suits, of course, go first class, not via this god forsaken hole." Her smile had slimed away.

      "There's the news feed or try the book terminal," she dismissed me with a wave of her hand toward a small cubical hidden behind rows of demo running video games, "we can down load to pulp if you prefer." She was Queen Bee of her sticky little hive and she was welcome to it. 

     The news terminal cycled the latest war reports from Africa, and linked into local news from around the world. The Dow Jones Industrial Average had hit yet another historical high led by shares in the Libertyworks Camps Corporation that specialised in providing temporary opportunities for the competitively inadequate. The Family Coalition was lobbying the English House of Commons for quotas for jobs of bread winning fathers. I turned to the book terminal in desperation. At least it was not fitted with one of those "just like a real salesperson" holographic talking heads. While I surreptitiously recharged my batteries from a wall socket, I quietly scanned down its more or less up to date directory lists. I had a couple of hours to waste, and surfed my way into its obscure backwaters. After worming through "Space", "Moon" and "Lunar exploitation", I went into idle curiosity mode, and hit a little pay dirt. 

     "Kendrick, Adam, J."  "The True Technologist". netpub. 2052. @brahmaputra.com. 560 pages. General Science and human impact.

     I called for the openware excerpt. It turned out that Prof. Kendrick was the latest in the long line of intellectuals who felt they had to tell the rest of the human race how to play with their toys.. or else! My recent companion's supervisor was a Professor of Natural Science at the notorious University of Potter's Bar. "Technology is the study of tools. Modern technology is the off spring of scientific research. A wise parent does not let a naive child play with a knife that has a cutting edge. Chernobyl, Bopal, Qatar, the Hoover Dam, and a thousand lesser failures have shown that our political and economic institutions are insufficiently mature to use the products of modern scientific research. True technologists insist that the global implications of any new tool must be fully understood before it is applied." The blurb brought back happy memories of my truncated stay in university. Perhaps if I had not spent so many evenings in the coffee bar putting the world to rights over a cup of boosted java, I might now have degree and a steady job, but perhaps not. 

     I read on. Essentially Professor Kendrick wanted to hobble the application of any new scientific discovery until academics, like himself, had worked how to stop the rest of us, and especially politicians and the business community, from making an unholy mess. It never dawns on such people that homo sapiens will only reach for the stars from the top of a pile of smoking wreckage. Greed and fear, they drive the market, and turning the world into a planet sized used car lot and breaker's dump is a lousy way of running a civilization, but all the others that have been tried so far are even worse. Even though he probably did not realize it, the good Professor Kendrick was dreaming of a tar pit bureaucracy that would gum everything to a standstill. Paul must have had his conversion to the faith during the five and a half hours it takes to go from Dunstable to Potter's Bar along the M25. Natural gas fumes can do that to you. Now he is off to the Moon to prove scientifically how bad we all are for going into space.

     The blurb ended with an appropriate: "remaindered: discounted 70%." Ah! the fate of all who dare to piddle into the digital ocean. The sight of those lions or munitions would have upset me a few years ago. I tentatively forgave Paul, and ordered a pulp copy of his mentor's script on 100% regenerated econopaper. It would be scribbled on in spare moments and finally given to Paul, in the hope that he might yet be deprogrammed.

     The tropical Sun had been netted by late afternoon vapour trails and was struggling angrily as it fell swiftly towards the horizon. Passengers who could not afford a heli‑flight travelled to the launch site at the summit in a refugee subway car that had been bent up at an alarming angle. The track of the mountain railway was a straight, incandescent scratch inflicted on the dark flanks of the dormant volcano. Three of us waited for our car to move as a train of staircased flat cars loaded with containers descended. By his scowl, I could see that Paul had not forgotten the morning. He said nothing, folded his arms and stared at the box between his feet. 

     "Welcome to the most expensive railway in the world, lady." That was the hunk from the flight to the Island stretching back over three seats as our car started to hiss its way up the mountain. Even though his features were a blend of the Punjab and Blighty he spoke the pure, bottled up English of lower class south London.  "The name's Ranjit Singh, but my father quit the faith and my mother was from Edinborough. Since we will be sharing tanks for a couple of days, call me Randi, all my friends do." He tossed his empty beer can under the seat, and offering his cold, wet right hand he pulled me into the seat beside him.

     "A fresh face is always welcome lightside," he grinned a welcome from close range, "especially one with a nice trim compact chassis. What's your slot?" I must have looked a bit dense. "Every one who Eva's', he pronounced it like a woman's name, ", extra vehicular activity, goes outside...has a colour coded job key and slot by the airlock. You go out, you take your key. Low tech but's sure saved a lot of lives and wasted effort." 

     "Well, I am a.. er.. writer. I write science fantasy." I have the reject slips to prove it. "I am doing a piece for a magazine so I could get a feeling of what it is like up there. To float in zee gee and walk the Moon, away from the tourists."

     Randi sighed. "It's no place for the amateur. It's dangerous, dirty and unpleasant. Take my advise if you are just trying to go to the Moon on the cheap, quit now."

     "Sorry, I am on contract from my editor." 

     "Have you an intro. with the management?" I shook my head. "Oh suck. We have enough problems as it is without a female scribbler sticking her nose into everyone's business!" By now the rail car had swung onto the ramp and was climbing rapidly up a forty degree slope. In the dying rays of the Sun the mountain side glowed dark red as if the volcano was rising from its slumber. We soared over its fire, straight to stars. 

     There was a reverent silence until the vision passed.

     Shaking his head, " I am sorry... er..?" Randi questioned

me.

     "Louise, Louise Chan, from Vancouver," choking over the words in a dry mouth.

     "It's not the best time to be going to Delta. We need all the positive exposure we can heavyside. I mean on Earth, but be prepared to be trampled if you get in the way." He shifted in his seat and faced me directly. "If you are not what you say you are, ask yourself if you can breathe hard vacuum before you get in your tank." and then a wry smile crossed his face. "Space ain't what it used to be. It never was."

     He waved his hand out the window toward the track that was now beginning to shine in car's headlights. As he turned he gave me a last clear take of the summit before the tropical twilight shut me down for the night. "Forty years ago the Yanks thought they could get into space on the cheap. NASA spent billions developing an electromagnetic sled that would zoom up the side of a mountain, light its rockets and shoot off into orbit. Then they realized that everywhere in the 'States is someone's back yard." He paused, reached into an insulated bag and pulled out two cans of beer. He tossed me one and split the top of the other with a practiced squeeze. He returned to a tale that he told with polished ease. Having invested billions in super technology, and with thousands of politically sensitive jobs at stake the Americans finally asked Britain if they could borrow Ascension Island for a while. "After all," they said, "We have had an air base and tracking stations on it for years, what's the harm in a little civil engineering?" 

     If NASA has rice bowls to fill in influential congressional districts, they get filled. Soon the first quarter scale prototype launcher was being tested, and it really worked. Once a day small payloads were catapulted up the side of the volcano and into orbit. Of course the geothermal power station to drive it was rather expensive, but it was green power, and a certain senior senator knew the chairman of the board of the company that made it. Still it was said to be cheaper than liquid hydrogen. Of course the launcher was noisy. But that was OK.. No one actually lived in the middle of the Atlantic.

      Then there was an election. Control of the house changed sides and an oversight committee looked into the maintenance costs. If something is going supersonic at ten centimetres altitude you have to check everything very carefully, and then you had better check it again! It all cost money.

     So the management of the launcher agreed to streamline their operations, and six months later the top hundred meters of the track streamlined itself over island and into the Atlantic when a control unit that needed upgrading failed. 

     "Of course, after someone leaked the NASA tridee of what they called 'the serious incident'", Randi smirked, "congress squelched any hope of building a full sized launcher. NASA abandoned the wreckage to the colonial administration and a European consortium bought the scrap." He paused and kicked yet another empty beer can under the seat. "Want another?," he asked, "the Moon's dry yer know." I declined. 

     "A Swiss company took the patents and rejigged the technology and a few years later started refitting all their cute little Alpine railways. Turned out that linear electric motors are the best thing in climbing mountains since the goat. When the Brazilians kicked the French out of their launch site at Korou, the Europeans set up here. They needed a railway to the summit launch site, so they put it on the ramp of the old launcher. Jacob's ladder was the last of the big, sexy, space projects. The glamour's gone, it is just a business now, and if it doesn't pay it doesn't happen."

     He sighed and shrugged. "Alpha looks like the set of a Hollywood multi show about space colonies, because that's what rich tourists and visiting politicians expect. It gobbles most of the volatiles found at the Poles. Fuel processing at Gamma takes the rest. Beta is a campus, and everywhere else is a mining or logistics camp." The hum that had been the accompaniment to our climb ceased and Randi tossed his last beer down the mountainside as we climbed out. Paul scraped my shin with his confounded box as he bullied his way out and into the launch complex.

     This was the first time I had ever been in a terminal copied from the great pyramid. No one greeted us. We walked into an echoing blast vault twenty metres square with steeply inward sloping sides of bubbly concrete. The bare cement

floor was painted off into lots for containers of various sizes and lanes for shipping trucks. A corner had been crudely partitioned off and provided with doors labelled 'Male' and 'Female' respectively in a dozen languages. At the far end a pair of thick iron doors were swung open for 'authorized users only'. No doubt Kafka's guard came here for refresher courses. Around us massive light fittings clung like mutant spiders from the walls, occasionally flickering to the rumbling beat of unseen machinery. Brightly coloured ducts tastefully emphasized the fashion khaki decor of the ceiling and reflected the prison camp field green of the walls.

      Paul slunk over to the far side and slotted himself uncomfortably onto a backless iron stool. Then he proceeded to glare at me from a safe distance, before his eyes slipped shut. Randi immediately slumped onto a rusty stool he had wrenched from floor and propped in a corner. He gave me broad wink, put his well worn, casual loafers on a bright yellow duct running along the wall and rocking slightly, zoomed into a beer propelled sleep. 

                           Chapter 4

My scan of our tomb was interrupted by the muffled sound of a conversation. It soared swiftly into a polyglot stream of curses in a high soprano as a burly attendant swung into the far end of the room propelling granny by the arm. Greeted by three sets of blank stares and open mouths, he nodded, checked his com pad, announced that we would be boarded in one hour thirty five minutes, and marched out. 

      Three inept Samaritans crowded to the old lady's aid by the door. "They took the lot. My sketches. My paints. My workbooks." Granny gasped as tears shook off her face and left little round clean spots in the skid marked dust on the floor. 

     "The bastards..., " master of the obvious, Paul added nothing further to the conversation. His hands hung by his sides balling into fists at ten second intervals. His misplaced stream of "er's and um's was interrupted by a crisp command from an unseen loudspeaker. "Passenger Linton to bring personal cargo to the dock at once." His eyes flared with a hot flash of 'my last chance to back out now' panic. Grabbing his temporally abandoned box from the stool, took three bold steps towards the open door, half a dozen down right cowardly ones, paused, shot us a last expression of doubt and confusion and crept into the brightly lit corridor beyond. 

     "Her..re." echoed through our vault and Paul staggered off stage left. 

     I hugged granny onto a nearby stool. Between sniffs and the occasional sob she explained that she had checked in early

to make sure her things were stowed properly. It had never dawned on her that going to the Moon was not quite like popping down to St. Helena on Who Cares airlines. "The loading clerk said my oil paints were prohibited, LSS contaminant, what ever that means." She tried to sneeze into my handkerchief but hic‑cupped painfully instead. "Charcoal.. particulate, Oh two flammable, category 2." Granny mimicked her bureaucratic tormentor. "Then he looked at my sketches. Big oaf wanted to have one. I lost my temper and told him where to go, and he confiscated the lot as a security risk." she paused and gasped with anger. If she was going to have a heart attack, it would be better that she have it now, while her feet were on the ground. "I was a little girl when the Challenger blew up and killed the teacher. My old Sunday School teacher said it served her right, going into space was much too dangerous." Her faded blue eyes glinted with mischievous glee. "I promised myself that I was going there one day, come hell or high water; but what's the point if I can't paint it." She subsided into an unhappy tremor jolted by force six hiccups. 

     PMS where are you when I need you! This place was an industrial strength bordello, and the owners thought that by putting visitors in a chastity belt and blinkers they could pass it off as a convent. Randi was obviously a hard case, I expected no better, and Paul deserved no better, but in the middle of the twenty first century, this old lady's fragile dreams were precious and deserved a champion. "We are going to have a little talk about this, " I said, emphasizing the we, as I took her by the hand. 

     The corridor beyond the iron doors was double the length of the waiting room, and terminated in heavy fire doors in both directions. I had no need to ask my companion for directions as our attendant burst on the scene through the doors to the left. He was a shorter, wider clone of the military policeman who had cramped my style earlier in the day. In hopeless situations attack is always the best form of defense. Ignoring

that I was a walking camera shop in a restricted zone, I marched up to him with granny in tow. "Look here," I began, savouring the adrenaline rush that only comes with a just cause and shear stupidity. "This lady is an artist. She wants to let the public share the joys of space travel, and you treat like her like dirt." He tried to reply, but was buried under my vocal landslide. "You've cheated her of the dream of a life time, and you are screwing up the space business in the process." My pass rush had pushed him back through the doors and against the counter of the open fronted office that now formed one side of the corridor. "How dare you let her go to the Moon like this. I demand to see your superior."

     "What Ms. Chan means to say." Randi's voice broke in over my shoulder. "is that you have failed to instruct a passenger properly on the safety requirements of space travel." With that he calmly poured heavy oil all over my nice little tempest. Randi's hand came to rest on my right shoulder. Through the corner of my eye I saw words flit silently across his lips and signal something to the opposition. "She hasn't even the right clothing to wear in a tank. That skirt is simply dangerous." Randi's hand was now trying to extrude my shoulder through its fingers. "If the ladies will just wait here I am sure that we can find something suitable and sort everything out."

     With that the two men swung back part of the counter, walked across the office and disappeared through the door of what was no doubt a locker room at the back. I had no time to nurse a sore shoulder or my patronized ego. "Look, that screen's on now." Granny's voice had regained its lilt. The opposite wall displayed a wide, in depth view, of the launch pad that, out there somewhere, was waiting for us. Slicing the darkness, the headlights of a pair of freight trucks followed  currents of winking yellow lights away from the nearer of two mighty lotus flowers of scorched steel planted at the far ends of the field. Centred in the flame deflectors and caressed by the coarse beams of a dozen spotlights rose Queen Kong's tits. Two general purpose cargo lifters were waiting patiently for clearance to rise into the night. 

     By the time the trucks had disappeared Granny was eagerly scratching with a pencil against a calender she had liberated from the counter. I had to stand on tip toe to see over her shoulder. The pair of elegant, extended art deco cigars that were emerging from her hands, as far as I could see, had nothing in common with the 75 meter high, flame scared, squat cones in front of us. But then my visual arts courses always were a disaster. 

     The lights outside changed. They now pulsed bright red in unison with the ear splitting klaxon that rattled around the terminal. I have watched space liners take off, but then who

hasn't. The sweep of delta wings riding on an air cushion accelerating smoothly and swiftly over the runway, then soaring thunderously up, up, on pillars of fire, before diminishing to a rapidly fading star in the heavens is a sight that is not easily forgotten. 

     As the klaxon shifted to a warbling siren our view zoomed in on the lifter emblazoned with the word "Matilda" and an off coloured triumphal car painted on its side. By now granny had finished off the back sides of November and December and was working on the cardboard. The lotus bloomed majestically to an incandescent red and then flowered into bright orange. Suddenly the lifter rose off the pad and was gone. A few wisps of flame and that was all. But, some moments later, massive though it was, the terminal building shook as if Captain Nemo had woken to strike a descending bass chord on his organ beneath the sea.

     "Now the milk run to the Mitsui hotel complex has gone," Randi had reappeared as silence returned, "we will have to board as soon as the launch zone's been safed." Handing me a clean, but well worn set of cover alls, he continued: " Louise, help Mrs. Ewan into these in the waiting room." Then he delicately pried the calender out of her hands and returned her sketch book, a set of water paints and colouring sticks. As he diplomatically placed her latest work of art, and a very used pencil back on the counter, he shooed us through the door. "I am sorry, er Mary," she fidgeted a little when he used her given name without an introduction, "but the attendant was right. You can't take prohibited substances with you. Your oil paints and charcoal will be stored here, for a modest fee, until you return. You're welcome to have your water colours, provided you do not use drinking water and pay for it at the going rate." and as we turned through the iron doors, "it's the best I could do, next time just bring a computer. I'll wait out here." 

     Four intrepid astronauts finally exchanged formal introductions as we sat on cheap padded seats in a windowless, rattling tin box on the way out to the launch pad. Randi offered that he was a "trouble shooting engineer" and Paul's response to me was a cryogenic "We've met!"

      A long stair case led up to a small, open, pressure door half way up the waiting rocket. Our monster's burnt rust coloured hide proudly proclaimed that she was registered with the authorities of the Liberian Empire, and the spot lights cast the ghostly shadows of several unseen, overpainted space company logos over its rippled skin. I was climbing into a soda can filled with liquid explosives the size of a small office block. Yet despite my apprehensions all I could think of was that stupid advertising jingle, "Loxie gives you a lift." as, with my pencil camera tucked strategically over my right ear, I lugged my bags skyward. The port was so small that even I had to stoop to enter.

    Our cabin was a circular box six or so meters across and a little over a couple of metres high. The only concessions to its human cargo were a glass fronted food and water dispenser containing our ration packs and a small cubicle that would double as a toilet and shower located side by side on the opposite wall. On the floor was a cross of four open metal coffins with smaller lockers beside them. Someone had tastefully reserved one for each of us. A long forgotten copy of my ticket rose like a miniature tombstone above the cushion where my head was supposed to go. A techie in a flame proof suit came in, took one look in my direction and barked:  "Take those damned ear rings off, or would you rather leave your ears behind?" Within five minutes the lids of our luggage containers had been slammed and locked. We were all firmly strapped in, and the seals on a small pressure vessel next to Paul's coffin double checked.  

     "Welcome to your personal transport system. Make sure your arms, legs and head are clamped in the padded grooves during ascent and descent." Like all aerospace safety blurbs the sound was scratchy and the tridee a little out of focus and sync, but it was the first time I had been told how to use the bathroom while I was still in my seat. Then there was the vomit sucker, wear it at all times when you are in your PTS, it will activate automatically on detecting fluids in the mask. Apparently launch accelerations and zeegee can have embarrassing consequences. As the lid of my coffin was closed my feet were haloed by a red ring painted on the inside of the outer skin. My last view on Earth was of a sign: "Hazard explosive cutter. Do not penetrate."

     "In the unlikely event of major malfunction and your vehicle can not return to its launch site." Of course they would wait until the lid is locked to tell me this bit. "Your PTS will be ejected through the side of the vehicle. It is a vacuum sealed vessel and is designed to protect you if it is ejected in orbit. It is also fitted with a reentry shield and parachutes and will survive a land or water landing intact. You will find a life jacket and emergency supplies in the yellow container between your knees. An automatic beacon will summon help, so stay with your PTS. Have a nice day." Did I detect a slight giggle on the sound track as the virtual screen hovering above my head dissolved into a pointillist impression of an Arctic blizzard?

   A team of crazed butterflies started doing loops and bunts in my stomach as "All personnel prepare for ship up." rang through my ears. This was it, I was going into space! 

     There was nothing to see. Soft pads, with a couple of irritating warn spots melded me to the ship. My mouth was dry with anticipation, or perhaps it was just the noisy air

conditioning. Time passed to the sound of unidentified clanks, gurgles and whirs. Just before the onset of terminal claustrophobia the virtual screen lit up with the field feed Mary and I had watched from the terminal.

      "Wait a minute," I thought after a few seconds, " that lifter is clean and new. They are not even showing us a recording, they are feeding us a synchronized computoon." Now, I always rooted for Marvin the Martian on Saturday morning and like any good animation this one was larger than life. Streams of water poured down the flame deflectors, rocket engines swung in their places and steam and smoke filled the air. "Turbines at speed." A macho baritone voice boomed in my ear.

     "You have clearance through flight level nine five oh, clear to orbit 650 by 550 equatorial in one minute."  A clipped female voice responded.

     The quake started slowly, built rapidly, and the screen became an incandescent blur. "Ninety five percent on all." a pause. "UP SHIP." somehow those last magic two words would not sound right coming from a woman's lips. The shaking vanished, and in its place was weight, lots of it. A giant hand had me in its unyielding grasp. In front of me Ascension Island was a shrinking ink blot on the blue white table clothe of ocean and clouds. "Oh my God, we've hit a time anomaly, it was night when we left the terminal." I thought and tried to laugh, but it was much too painful. The inhuman grip tightened until my pips started to squeak. I never realized that being overweight would be so bad, "I swear will never look a doughnut in the face again!" Acceleration's hand balled into a unmerciful fist. Breathing was difficult. "There goes my figure!"

 The discomfort dissolved as quickly as it had come, to be replaced a wonderful lightness of body. The launch time butterflies crashed and burned somewhere beneath my navel. A glorious view of the Earth in space greeted me, overdubbed by an advertisement for zeegee sickness pills, available from the food dispenser at a modest cost. 

     A couple of arthritic clicks from a pair of ancient latches and I was out of the tank and banging my head on the ceiling, or was it the wall or the floor. "That's called the forward bulkhead, the other flat bit is the aft bulkhead, round the edge is the exterior skin." Paul had half risen from his coffin, like Dracula at night fall, and was clearly enjoying my introduction to life in orbit. 

     "Front, Back and Side." Randi corrected as a voice from the grave. "Everything is loaded by cylindrical coordinates, including us. Plus Zed axis to the sharp end, Minus Zed to the blunt, Theta in degrees from that big green line over there

around the axis and R outwards from the centre. Louise if you want to get bruised and space sick you are going the right way about it."  Mary groaned miserably a couple of times and then insisted that she would be all right and not to fuss.

     This was fun, like scuba diving only much more so. In the centre of the plus zee wall was a circular hatch a meter across. It was locked and waiting for "Authorized Personnel", but its handle made a great trapeze. Ten minutes later I was doing continuous non‑contact cartwheels over my companions. "I don't know what you feel like, but you're making me feel sick." Randi joked as I passed by for the sixth time. Granny could only raise a weak smile and flickered her finger tips at me. Paul was bent over trying to detect leaks in his sealed pressure vessel. My games came to a sudden end when my right foot clipped him on the ear. "Sorry" I lied.

     There were no windows. On the Zee plus bulkhead, by the hatch, the bright red numbers of a clock showed universal time, and our remaining flight time. The flat two dee monitor next to the clock showed a tacky view of the Earth that was so perfect that it had to be a inexpensive construct to amuse the ignorant. "It's cheaper than hooking into the lifter's systems. There's no need to approve the connect, but it's enough to stop us going crazy. The wet cargo modules are more or less self-contained and are just plugged into the raw power busses when they have the spare volume." Randi had finally quit his tank and floated over to me. "The info services in here operate off a fully buffered, low rate data feed from the flight controller." He continued, "If you don't like it go back to your tank. There should be a fair selection of out of date tridees." Randi paused and looked at me suspiciously. "You sure you're OK? I don't want to spend three days breathing your puke. Here, take these just in case." he said, offering me a couple of capsules. "They are powerful, you'll feel sleepy and constipated, but I guarantee you won't have to go round with a sucky swab. The ones you can get from the dispenser are little better than expensive candy."

     The access to the ship's computer was by a monitor on the far side of the hatch and was strictly key pad. Pressing 'flight status' returned the comforting information that we would be docking with the fuel complex in 106 minutes. All systems were within limits, and we were in unattended remote auto mode. "Launches are telemonitored, if something goes really wrong, eject the wet cargo and drop the rest into the Atlantic. You don't need a pilot for that." George Bernard Shaw had once said that every profession is a conspiracy against the laity, and Randi was happy to air his experience. "We will have a pilot for the hop to the Moon. The communications delays are too long for emergency teleops."  

     My cutting retort was clipped off by bright spot of light slicing across my feet. This can had a window after all. A ten euro sized fish eye gleamed at us in the sudden morning Sunlight from the entrance port. "You won't see anything from this side. It's a wide angle check lens for the loading techs." Randi pontificated. I was rummaging through my baggage box for

my parrot's computer controlled gel lens. Ripping off those confounded seals I stuck it over the peep hole, screwed in my pencil camera, and with a flourish, hooked up everything to my fanny bag computer. I had had enough of stealth for a while. Ten seconds after I had locked the cursor on the horizon I was squinting at a tiny, but genuine image of our planet. In my Sunday best tones I explained to Randi that my gel lens was compensating for the warped image coming though the door. As the other two joined us I apologized for having to use the view finder. 

     It took most of an orbit to fix my organizer, fold out its screen and present my eager audience with a 30 by 20 view of the refuelling complex. The design for a futuristic space dock had been mixed up with the leftovers of a high school chemistry class. A score of coloured spheres on rods were stuck at random into the further half of larger central sphere from the front of which jutted a squat docking port. Between the atoms of this deranged crystal a web of taught gossamer threads glistened in the Sunlight. At the sight everyone ignored the warnings scrolling up the ship's monitor, but a brief surge from the engines had us all scuttling for our tanks like kitchen cockroaches running from a cook. "All, repeat All, personnel return to their PTS at once. Repeat...." I had to stuff my cameras away, and the second my right hand hit the tank's green ready button its lid came down and locked. 

     According to the in orbit entertainment the ship glided directly up the space dock which somehow had somehow shed most of its outer spheres. The pictures stopped but firm nudges from the ship's thrusters continued for at least ten more minutes. A final clang announced we had finally docked. The next hour was a 12 tone symphony of pumps, gurgles, and the sound of hatches. We were simply cargo in transit. A final scrape of the main port and the rocket propelled massage restarted. 

     "Vou can open your modules now." A Slavic bear of a man had joined our party and was flashing a stainless steel smile from the now open door in the Zeeplus bulkhead. He looked around the cabin at the four of us. "Velcome to transfer LFP‑402." He beamed. He seemed delighted with his mixed cargo. "Ve do not usually have two lovely girls on this trip. Call me Boris." He was dressed in a patched space suit liner and bounced into our hold like an mutant Italian tomato with limbs.

      He sailed over our little tank farm with practiced ease and dropped a massive hand on a small control panel. "Anyone want to use the cabinet, I can unsecure it, I have twenty minutes before the lunar transfer access." That done for all concerned, he individually checked his charges, and made sure they were once again safely strapped in and knew all about the module control buttons. Twang! Ouch: That was my bra strap.

Tuff! that was my right elbow in his groin. Russians are a romantic folk. Thinking of his beloved mother Russia far below, Boris returned to his post with tears in his eyes. 

     It had been a very long, and tiring day. I killed the concocted tridee feed and was lulled by the gentle swell of the main engines as we pushed out into interplanetary space. Aided perhaps by Randi's pills I floated off into a profound slumber amongst the stars. 

                           Chapter 5

     "Louise! Louise!" A voice cut at me through the blinding lights of the cabin. "Wake up!" My coffin lid had been swung back and Mary's ashen features peered down at me. "Something's very wrong." 

     "What...?" I groped for consciousness, and drifting from the intercom came the slurred sound of an ancient Orthodox hymn. It staggered randomly across the scale and collapsed with a demonic belch. "Godspodi Pomiroi...Ve are out of control!" 

     "I am so sorry.", the voice meandered around our cabin.

     "For God's sake tell us what's wrong?" Paul was bawling into the intercom by the hatch like a nursing babe pulled from the breast. 

     "We drift, hic, no direction," was the laconic reply. 

     "It's no good, he's locked the hatch." Randi pounded fruitlessly on the unyielding slab of metal. His only reward was an off key Russian dirge that sounded like a student drinking song.

     "Leave me alone, I do not deserve to live. Ve are lost." the voice slurred into a series of sobs. They became the exclamation marks in a long meandering list of all the hours our pilot had flown without a blemish on his record. He then wept over all the girls he had transported without them being scratched. He didn't say if they had returned the compliment. "And now I kill two lovely girls." 

     The monitor display was an ominous. "In flight data delay. Your patience is appreciated." We were over ten hours into the lunar transfer, but the last status report I could call up was three hours old. I tried to pull Randi over to my side, and instead squirted out against outer skin. He burst into a fit of the tension laughter at the sight of me squirming beyond his head. "Thanks I needed that." he inhaled deeply and straightened his expression, "I haven't a clue. Judging by that screen something went wrong with the correction burn a few hours ago. Everyone was asleep at the time. Twenty minutes ago, Paul spotted the blank screen and asked our esteemed pilot what

was going on. It's been like this ever since." Randi heaved at the hatch handle in frustration. "The useless slob's sloshed and he's locked the door." 

      "Fizzt, Fizzt," went the intercom followed by a couple of gulps and a satisfied sigh.

     "You selfish lush," I screamed, "if you've sent us all to rot in interplanetary space, the least you can do is offer us a drink at our own funeral. " 

      What a tide of male force can not launch will float effortlessly on drop of female guile. Five seconds later the hatch swung open to admit a large hairy hand holding a half filled three litre squeeze bottle. Shortly thereafter, in the care of three very determined midwives, a surprised Boris had a difficult forceps delivery into our little corner of chaos.  

     "You drunken bastard, what the hell is going on," Randi had our pilot by the throat, as the pair of them thrashed around the hold. Boris rammed Randi against the food dispenser and flailed back towards the pilot's cabin. On the way I cue balled his red into the monitor, but he simply ignored me and returned to attack Paul who was clinging like a limpet to the handle now locking the hatch. An intense cascade of Cyrillic curses and wild haymakers followed. It only subsided after Mary slipped up and expertly stuck a hypo into the Russian's bull neck. 

     "It's a fast acting tranquilizer." Mary gracefully accepted our thanks as she administered first aid to Paul's newly acquired black eyes. "I got it from the emergency supplies. " She tossed her head in the direction of an open flap next to the shower cabinet. "I had to make a living somehow. I was an industrial nurse for years before I was recognized as an artist." 

     Randi and I shoehorned the snoring colossus in Randi's tank. "There isn't room for his other arm. Mary do you do amputations?" I queried. 

     Randi was favouring a couple of bruised ribs. "I have a blunt pen knife somewhere, I would be happy to whittle his parts down to size." he offered as we finally strapped our burden down, and firmly secured the lid. 

     "Now what?" I broke the ominous silence that followed. "The computer's down and the pilot's out for the count." Paul was misery personified. His puffy lips quivered in silence as he shook his head in resignation. 

     "I sure you two will sort something out." Mary goaded us

but her bright voice lacked conviction. "I remember once in the opal fields. We were cut off by a flash flood that wiped out the diggings, but we saved three miners with a pump made out of an old car engine." 

     Boris' forgotten bottle slowly drifted across the cargo hold. Its contents were clear, oily and evil. Randi idly took a sip, tossed it to me, and convulsed. One drop teased out on a fingertip was enough for me. Chernobyl 1986, a very good year for wormwood in bootleg hootch. Our situation was very grim indeed. 

     "Ready space cadet Chan." Randi's expression was inscrutable as the pair of us slid back to the pilot's hatch. "Let's see what made our pilot crash and burn". The cabin was a sphere a little over two meters in diameter. A Cyrillic cockpit display filled a portion of the opposite wall. To the left of the off axis hatch was an acceleration couch with its back to the cargo hold. A few drops of hootch still circulating in the air currants came to sticky ends against various lockers and switches as we squeezed our way in. "Close the hatch. There is supposed to be a spare fold out cot and panel in these birds for route checking. Try that panel there."

      Randi punched a button with his foot as he landed in the pilot's seat. An inflatable mattress filled up the remaining space over the hatch and I drifted down from my temporary perch at maxzee plus and slipped into the harness. "Looks like that simulator made out of a decommissioned in the games area of Delta prime," he stabbed a blue square with a letter A, " that should get something I can read.", and turning to me, "OK you're the camera wizz, get me an outside view or a sensor reading. Fold out the panel on the right wall, I think I have given you sensor functions." 

     My misspent hours as a teenager finally paid off. While my fellow co‑eds honed the fine arts of man handling, I used to beat the opposite sex at tridee games. I swapped gender more than once to stop the web masters casting defeat spells over me. At least we met as equals on the great cyberspace battlefields, even if the Zap! Pow! Shoot em up! conflicts were designed for knuckle walkers on steroids. The display now before me was a bit ancient, but would have been familiar to any aficionado of 'Galactic Chase'. Every command produced "No platform. Unable to lock."  "It's no good," I said, after a quarter of an hour of trying, "without a reference from the gyroscopes the cameras won't respond." 

     "I'm trying, I'm trying." Randi was sweating as he hammered his key pad. "Can you clamp a sensor to the ship rather than the reference frame."  

     "Only if I can get a sensor to zero, zero first. All the sensors are unclamped and the garbage from the control systems

is overriding anything I do." 

     Ten fruitless minutes later we held a council of war. "It seems Boris was right." Randi leaned back from the control panel. Even to my untutored eyes the values it offered were obviously gibberish. "Mid way through the first post lunar insertion correction burn the gyroscopes disconnected. The motor systems went out of limits and shut down."

     "I thought that even a piece of junk like this can would have several redundant units." I clung to the faintest of hopes.

     "That's regs." Randi grinned cynically, "Three independent units and two identical readings over ride the odd man out. But all screwed up in the same way at the same time. The log shows that Boris back there spent over two hours trying to reboot the control systems: all together, then separately. Every time the gyros control systems scrambled. Then he then got stinking drunk. Maybe he should have turned off our life support first. We shouldn't blame him too much."

     "Don't say that." A empty voice that I didn't own found its way past my lips. I had dodged sudden death several times in the course of my profession, but now I had the prospect of slow suffocation in the wilderness of interplanetary space. 

     "Face it sunny side." Randi said hollowly. "We have no way of knowing which way the ship is pointing. The gyroscopic platforms are giving us garbage. All the sensors are scrambled. Without them we can't aim the engines, so we can't slow down and in just over a day we will hit the Moon at about 5000 klicks an hour. We are tumbling so much I can't even get a clean signal from the lunar beacons." Randi shrugged, " As we get closer I may be able to use the wide beam, low gain communications systems." Randi squeezed my hand sadly. "Write your will, with a bit of luck it'll get through."

     "Hit the Moon?" my life expectancy suddenly shrank from days to hours. 

     "The navigational computers are still working fine." Randi demonstrated with a flourish. "Those are the last readings before everything went crazy. Now extrapolate:" The Earth and the Moon slowly danced across my screen. A solid red line stretched out into the void, and became a series of dashes that ended on the Lunar surface. "At least we won't be forgotten. We're due to smash down in Tranquility, less than a 100 kilometres from Alpha. By this time next week tourist busses will be circling our crater." Somehow I think preferred the prospect of a slow forgotten death in the depths of interplanetary space to our immanent, fatal, immortality

merchandised in tacky plastic.

     Back in the hold our expressions told our companions that our short journey was soon to come to a messy end. I silently thanked Randi for giving them the gruesome details, as my mind frothed with frustration, anger and fear. 

     "Incompetence..Stupidity..Sabotage?" Face to face with his impending death Paul put halting words to my feelings.

     "A millennial bug most like. Failures happen, especially in a can like this." Randi had coldly taken command. "All the gyros have the same control software, and it's very old." He punched up the version command on the hold's monitor. "Back in the nineties many of the old computers of the time did not have enough digits to count over 2000. Experts predicted that the world's economy would meltdown at midnight on 31 December 1999. Companies spent billions going through their programs." He paused for thought. "Because of that there was no major disaster, but a lot of serious hic-cups did slip through the net. A lot of expensive and some silly things did go haywire for a few weeks. One old retailing company suddenly started ordering hay for its cart horses from suppliers that had not existed for over fifty years. It turned out they had celebrated their centenary a few years before by computerizing their archives, right back to the founding of the company. But they never bothered to upgrade the archive computer, and it started thinking it was 1900 and triggered its standing orders."

     "There is probably a time reference, or maybe a celestial  error accumulator that has overloaded in all of them at the same time." Randi shook his head sadly. "The gyroscopes that tell us where we are pointing and how fast we are accelerating seem to be working perfectly; but their signals are being chewed somewhere and the guidance orders are complete garbage. The optical sensors and the main antenna pointers are tied into the same computers as the gyros, and they are all over the place as well. Which sort of proves the point. The motor and communications controllers were smart enough to recognize crap when they saw it and shut down. "

     "Which means?" through the all pervading gloom Mary seemed eager to know more, as the last slivers of hope slipped through her fingers. 

     "When the main engines quit, the little thrusters that point us burped a few times at random before they too shut down. The momentum wheels that stop us tumbling over ran, failed and locked. So for the last three hours we have been swinging all over the sky." Randi called up a display. "According to the computers that is where we are pointed."  Degrees by the thousands cascaded from positive to negative and back again. "We should be able to fire the engines manually or even maybe for a preset length of time, but there is no way of aiming them to slow us down, or even knowing which is the right way to point them. The same applies to the communications antennas."

      With that we all agreed to switch off the trip clock display for a few hours and each retreated into solitude. Randi disappeared into the control cabin. Paul squatted on his coffin, his lips moving soundlessly as he keyed a laboratory notebook stuck to his knees. Mary sketched furiously while guarding the emergency medical supplies. Boris could be heard snoring peacefully in his closed tank and I was left to contemplate my final assignment.

     I pulled my faithful parrot from the baggage box, and perched it on my tank. Its single eye stared balefully in my direction. My final report was going to be a masterpiece. I had set up everything perfectly. I started to talk about our destiny in space and honourable sacrifice. My feelings overcame me. At heart I am no heroine. I did not want to die, no matter how noble the cause. I felt like a scapegoat being sacrificed to a stretched profit margin and human stupidity.

      "This is Louise Chan aboard the doomed lunar transfer LFP‑402. Our systems are down." Was my voice steady? An editor will reject the slightest quiver. No reporter must exhibit the slightest hint of sympathetic emotion. Anger, excitement, and glorying in the destructive pyrotechnics of the battlefield are the hallmarks of the true professional. A hundred years of market surveys could not be wrong. The audience will be outwardly fascinated, but inwardly terrified, by the sight of disaster and cool reportage will made them feel thankful it did not happen to them. The twenty first century communications medium is a Cyclops. Its solitary eye has no tear ducts. 

     "In a day or so I will be dead, and my remains will have been cast across the sea of Tranquility." For the tenth time I cancelled and overwrote. "and scattered over the awesome wastes of the Moon." I stopped. "Wipe file 'All over', Start 'Goodbye'." There was only a fifty fifty chance that the data slice would survive the crash and probably less that it would be found. "Whoever finds this please send it to Madame Chan....." I said my goodbyes to my parents and their current partners and hoped that they had forgiven me for going my own way. I thanked them for my childhood, messed up much of the time though it was, and remembered some of the good times. I lent over and killed the object lock on the camera. 

     I put on my wrist monitor and control pad. Picking up my parrot, I stuck it on my left shoulder and for the last time asked for a stable scan. "As you can see I am in good company. That's Paul over there with the laptop, and Mary is by the dispenser, I will tell you about them in a... Oh Shit!" I had a picture of the pilot's hatch, then the Zeeminus bulkhead by Mary's feet. Boris' coffin shot across my monitor screen. Soon the rushing images dissolved into a blurred stew as the scan limit icons flickered derisively at me. The technology that was going to kill me was having a final belly laugh at my expense! 

     Tears took over, and as I sobbed my heart out sad little drops floated away from my face towards my ill‑fated companions. A few moments later Mary was holding a vomit mask over my face while a somewhat reluctant Paul had quietly wrapped his arm around my shoulder. "Blow hard." she said.

     "Molly, mut di marret duckd ut." It is not easy to weep up the business end of a vacuum cleaner. 

     "Do you want a pill?" Mary was a picture of caring efficiency. "It will make you feel better." 

     "No I will be all right. " I pushed the mask from my face and used Paul's handkerchief to wipe my eyes. "Humph. Snort"

     "What's happened to your camera?" Randi had joined the three of us in the hold and was peering quizzically at my parrot, whose lens was conducting a bizarre foxtrot in front of our little melodrama.

     "It won't lock" I lamented, "It is trying to be level and the ship is falling all over." A couple more tears joined the others in Paul's wet handkerchief.

     "It's got an independent platform?" Randi had lost all interest in my woes.

     "Of course it's got an independent platform." I spat back.  "I am a professional reporter on assignment. Editors demand stable pictures. That bird cost me a lot of money. What do you think I am? A tart on vacation."

     "We'll worry about your perversions later." Randi scooped up the parrot and headed for the pilot's roost. "Get your gear."

     "Lock it!" I yelled to his disappearing back, "You'll ruin the bearings like that."

     It took us half an hour by the trip clock to grey tape  the parrot to the forward pole of the pilot's cabin, plug it into the ship's power supplies and lock its beady eyed lens on the broad green line along the wall. I hooked up my computer as we slumped back into our couches. 

     "You are looking at roll, pitch and yaw?" Randi queried over the sound of my beating heart, as he tested the thruster

controls. 

     "That's what it says. I have never used these aeronautical settings before." My monitor screen carried an unfamiliar soccer ball display. 

     "Can you get the motions displayed separately? It might be easier." Randi punched an icon and the ship kicked. "Oops my mistake."

     "I've got three thermometers now, and they are all stuck at their limits." 

     "Concentrate on the roll first. Ignore pitch and yaw. Firing one second in three, two, one... Any luck."

     "It's come down a hair." Were my revived hopes fuelling my imagination?

     "Longer this time... Any better?"

     "Definitely, down a division!" We turned and grinned, exchanged high fives and tried again.

     An hour later two weary but triumphant amateur space pilots gloated over three cursors pointing at zero. "It's drifting." Randi said. 

     "Don't quibble, it's meant to run a camera not a space ship."

     Randi punched the screen. "I getting the lunar beacons steady now on the low gain circuits. There's certainly no mistake about where we're going. Lunar control is screaming message bullets at us." He tried the communications board by his left hand. "Funny our main transmitters are still out, the cables to the beam antennas must have sheared." He turned to me. "There goes the mayday over the navigational beacon. Well, number one, we need to work out which way we are pointing."

     "I am still not getting anything from the optics. Let me pass on the good news first." I hit the intercom "Mary, Paul, we are stable now." I had a sudden inspiration. "Can you turn down the lights in there. OK? Remember the peep hole in the outside door. Don't put your eye to it, but tell me when it lights up."

     Randi kicked in half a division of roll, and we waited. "It's getting a bit brighter, brighter still.. Now it's dim again.... Now it's really bright, that must be the Sun." Paul's voice echoed his relief and hope up from the hold. 

     Our double act continued. My eyes never left the monitor in my lap. "It's about seventy five degrees from reference. Back...Hold it there." I ordered, "Now some pitch." Ten minutes later and two voices excitedly tumbled from hold. "It's steady." "There's a big fuzzy bright spot on the opposite wall." 

     "Still nothing from the optical sensors?" Randi sounded puzzled. "That leaves the beacons." He studied a plan of the lifter's circuits that had appeared on his screen. "There are fixed low gain antennas in the nose and round the tail to fill in the shadow caused by the aft tank." he explained. "I am going to cut off the Zedplus ones." He checked the navigational displays that were now flashing ominous red 'impact' warnings.

     "We are going to swing the ship, but warn us if you loose the Sun completely." I told the pair in the hold. Very gently, we nudged the crippled ship so its axis could point towards the Moon, we hoped. "That's the right Sun angle." Randi killed our angular momentum. Then he hit the thrusters again. The parrot's monitor floated lazily over my lap as we performed a slow cartwheel around the beam of light spearing the cabin behind us. The hiss of the beacon receiver filled the cabin. We waited as a short blip of signal came and went. Then more hiss followed by a couple more blips and finally the metallic screech of the location beacons.

     "We're bum first to the Moon!" I called and faint cheers rose through the closed hatch. "Now a little bit of roll." Randi called over to me. "You can put the parrot on standby for  now. We're spin stabilized. The ship is its own gyroscope now."

     I deflated my mattress and slid thankfully back into the hold as Paul, who had volunteered for the first watch, wriggled past me.

     Mary beamed as she greeted her saviours with a couple of road kill sandwiches and squeeze packs of a noxious brown liquid that was labelled chocolate, but had certainly never seen a Cocoa bean in its life. None the less Randi and I heartily agreed it was the best meal we had ever tasted. "If we ever get down in one piece, I'll invite everyone to an evening at the Ritz grill on the Alpha Concourse with all the trimmings." Randi promised.

      "Does that invitation include Boris." I asked before polishing off a rubber candy bar. I nodded towards the closed tank. "By the way how is our pilot doing?"  

     "Oh, I gave him enough to put an army to sleep." Mary  grinned as she swept our empty food packs into the disposal. "He won't give us any trouble." and added with a wicked smirk, "Trust me."

                            Chapter 6

    "Either we try for orbit, or we crash land." A little later Randi floated by the monitor. "We will need at least two accurate burns for a safe orbit, probably more. Louise can we trust your parrot that far? Will it stay stable when I fire the main engines?" 

     "Doubt it, I'm surprised we've got this far. It has lost lock when I tripped up." I replied shaking my head.  

     "What happens if we do make orbit." Paul asked over the intercom. 

     "We wait for someone to pick us up." Randi shrugged, "one, perhaps two weeks, if we are not actually dying maybe longer. A passing lifter might dock with us in a couple of days if we are in a good orbit, which brings us back to an accurate burn, which Louise says we can't do." 

     The steady snores from the coffin had subsided to intermittent snorts. The three of us exchanged glances. "So we crash and hope we survive and someone finds us." I broke the silence.

     "Oh they are just waiting for the off down there. Salvagers' rules, " Randi explained. "Once the crew has abandoned a craft, it's open season. A wreck and its cargo are too valuable to waste." He paused thoughtfully for several seconds. "But it would be much better if we could come down close to an occupied site." 

     "Then all we have to do now is fire the engines as we come down." Mary asked tentatively.

     "It isn't quite that simple." Randi set his display in motion. "We are rear end to where the Moon is now, we will have to point to where the Moon will be as we come in. We will loose the lunar beacons in an hour or two." The display zoomed forward eighteen hours. "I will be very surprised if the engines in this old can fire evenly, so we will have to be spinning quite fast. But you see," The simulated lunar landscape rolled across the monitor, "As far as the Moon is concerned we won't just be coming straight down, we will be going sideways at a couple of hundred clicks or more. Fortunately the landing radars are independent of the main systems, so we will know our height and speed across the ground."

     Paul pleaded for a computer controlled approach. The pleasing prospect of finishing this nightmare journey with a gentle automatic landing floated into my mind and burst. 

     "Sorry Paul, This will be manual all the way." Randi continued, "Remember we are spinning like a top. Want to write

the software for that in the next couple of hours? And God alone knows what will happen when we touch down. But with a little luck you should survive in the tanks. I will be in the suit."

     A few hours later Randi and I were in the pilot's cabin again. Randi slowed our spinning briefly and tested the main engines for some seconds. "Yep all good at 50%, and with luck we will hit the Moon near a base." I checked the parrot still perched up at the forward pole of our little cabin. "Guide me round another thirty degrees," he asked, "now to spin us back up again." Once again the buzz saw wail of the navigation beacons filled the cabin. A message in red crawled slowly across the main display. "At least they are wishing us good luck down there." 

     "Rough translation: 'don't land on me'." I responded as I thankfully switched off the parrot. "That's it. See you on the Moon."

     Back in the hold, once more my contract became important. Suzi would drool over the lunar equivalent of a snapshot of the Iceburg from the deck of the Titanic. I stuck my pencil camera and gel lens over the peep hole in the outer hatch. The Moon filled the bottom quarter of the picture. "We are still not quite lined up, it's going up and down." I shouted up to Randi. 

     "What is?" he shouted back

     "The Moon is .. er. through my small camera."

     A few shouted instructions, and a couple of thruster kicks later and the Moon swept evenly beneath me. "We should do that again just before we brake." As I slipped the camera back into my pocket, Randi's voice was smothered by a seismic rumble. 

     "Out of here. Get me out of here!" A thundering tank lid announced that our pilot was awake. 

     "It's all right. Don't worry, We will be landing soon." Paul meant well, but he fell back before the artillery barrage of curses from inside the tank. 

     Thinking he was safely strapped down I naively opened the lid. "Calm down." I swallowed my words and almost a couple of teeth as a vast hairy right fist jack‑in‑a‑boxed into my jaw. 

     "Not in there!" Boris lurched out of the tank, dragging half its lining with him. "No! you know not what is there!"  He screamed as he wallowed towards the pilot's hatch and reached into it. "Get out. OUT!!" Randi groaned loudly as his right arm was dragged into view. "Only the pilot!" A kick of Boris' leg sent me ricocheting round the hold. Paul received a left elbow in the teeth, but hung on as he was hammered against the hatch

lid. "Forbidden, Verboten, Defendu." Boris had his head through the hatch and seemed to be pummelling Randi with one hand on the other side. Clear of the blows Mary calmly pointed at the Russian's thick neck. Almost instantly his limbs softened and relaxed. I joined Paul, and as Boris' screams became slurred, we dragged him back to the tank and locked him in. 

     "It's a medication activator." Mary held a little black disk between her fingers. "While you were up there, I fitted him with a sub cutaneous applicator. They're used in triage to suppress pain. I just swapped the analgesic for a muscle relaxant." She smiled a sweet little old lady smile. "I could stop his breathing if you like, no problem."

     "I can control the main engines with my left hand," Randi had joined us in the hold and winced as Mary strapped his right arm. "You'll have to run the thrusters, Louise, or we will be all side when we hit. Louise you can have the suit." 

      As I wrestled Henry VIII's suit of armour from its locker in the pilot's cabin Randi called over the intercom, "You are supposed to slip into it from the back, but just pull it out and we will help you down here. "

     "Hey there's another one behind it, I'll get that too." I called back. 

     "First bit of luck we've had." Randi contemplated my find.  "A standard suit will adjust for most people. The great lump must be oversized, leaves the regulation one in the locker and throws his in over the top." He measured himself against its barrel chest. I can get in this even with my arm strapped. Give me a hand." 

      Randi watched as the others struggled to open my suit. "Try the pressure relief valve. They may have forgotten to unseal that one when it was stowed. Under the armpit."  He had become a one armed knight in tarnished armour. "God this stinks," he muttered. 

      "Take off your jumpsuit. Put on the heat transfer liner you will find inside the suit." Randi ordered, as I retreated to the confines of the shower. I carefully slipped my data slices into the bulging safe pouch around my neck. Under the tight liner it was quite uncomfortable, but a professional on assignment is never separated from her original copy. Back in the cabin the back of my suit finally came free with a loud hiss of inrushing air, and I slipped inside. "Now inflate the liner, it will protect you if we roll over."  I winced as my slices jabbed my chest. Randi offered me three small green cylinders. "There's only one back pack. You'll use the umbilical to the ship. These are the emergency purge reserve, off the umbilical and without the pack you'll have thirty minutes' worth of oxygen, maybe forty five if you don't move." 

     I left my pencil camera with its viewfinder wedged to the tiny window for Paul. Mary repacked my organizer as Randi clucked at me with an endless stream of suit do's and don't's. As we waited on our couches a little while later I finally lost my patience: "I have done deep sea diving, and I do have a space suit rating." 

     "I won't ask where you got it." was his acid comment, and punched the intercom. "How does the Moon look now?" 

     "We are still lined up." Paul's voice bounced back. "Mary's in already in her tank. Do you want the pilot to stay in the tank he chewed up? He is making all sorts of noise."  

    "He made it, he can lie in it." Randi thought for a second. "Give the tanks an outside check and then get in yours and clamp yourself in as hard as you can. This will be rough, good luck!" 

     "What ever happens, thanks for trying," Paul responded, and after a moment added, "both of you." 

     "Suit intercoms linked, helmets on and locked. Non‑return valves to cabin air. Suit life support on stand by. I have the main engines, you have the thrusters." Randi ran over an impromptu check list. Before me was a strange clock face. The bottom of the ship was a circle. Four Maltese stars were set round its edge with a second circle of four stars around the centre. The outer stars were numbers 0 to 3 and each star had each arm numbered. A single pointer jerked its way round the outside, its length twitching wildly. "Your job is to try and skid us sideways against the drift over the ground. The stars you see are quads of thrusters on the hull. Fire tangential opposite pairs against the drift on the lower, that is outer rim. Fortunately the software to match those with the nose thrusters, that is the stars around the centre is still working, so just make sure they don't overheat. We don't want any more spin, and be careful we don't topple. Switch the parrot back on and keep your eye on it." 

     "Check!"  At least, I think that's what space pilots are supposed to say.

     "The pointer is our movement over the ground. We are still a bit high, and the systems do not like the spin, so it's jumping around a bit." Randi glanced back at his display. "The altitude readings aren't much better. The longer the pointer the faster were are going. As the vector, the pointer, is mid way between a set of thrusters, fire them. Then turn them off and round to the next set. If you miss a set, don't worry just keep going. Any questions?"

     "Yes Randi," I tried a couple of controls, "How much thrust do you want?"

     "The lot. If the icons go orange they are overloading, if they go red they shut down. We'll hit sideways no matter what you do."

     "Coming up to main ignition." Randi chanted the mantra of space flight. "Pumps on line..speed up.. and shut down on all...What! Balls, we are a spin dryer, the fuel's stuck to the sides. Louise all rear thrusters to aft AT ONCE. Don't wait to change the display, do it!" 

     On my side of the cabin I punched a gloved hand against four switches in unison. A gentle pressure against my back answered. "Fuel on two and five, Pumps.... speed... ignition." Randi called out as if in a trance. Gradually weight returned. "Kill the thrusters, go back to tangential, I have it, now following pre‑computed descent. All engines on line."  My limbs ached, and the cabin rang, but the pointer before me was at 6 o'clock. "one three and three three on...off, Oh four and three four..on.. off." I whispered dancing steps to a shrinking vector as we spun down. 

     "I've lost oh two and three five. The others are hot." I reported,

     "Kill it, that's it." Randi said firmly. In the sudden, ominous hush, weightlessness returned as we reached over and our gloved hands touched. 

     Wham! My arm hit the side of the cabin then crushed across my chest. My mattress burst as all around us the metal walls screamed in torment. The control panel suddenly dimmed, flashed a brilliant red and went dark. Randi smacked sideways against the cabin wall as the lights went out to the sound of a deafening collision. Time stopped, I floated in silence, but something heavy and squirming bumped against me. Then an explosion as I was concussed against the cabin roof, over to the side and back across the cabin. At last peace descended. 

     "Urrr.. Ugh." I groaned. Nothing seemed to be broken. I had a lot of painful bruises, but my limbs seemed to be still connected. Far away a pea light winked on to reveal utter confusion. A large boot blocked the sight of my left eye. "God I'm hurt bad." I said, breaking into unstoppable giggles.

     "You OK?" Randi called. 

     "If this isn't Hell," I pulled myself together." I think I am in one piece. You all right Randi?"

     "I've felt better. My right arm's really bad," I think he moaned a little. "My ankle's gone too." The boot slipped away and a dark shape painfully rolled over to the wall. A dim light started to filter through a couple of small slits by my feet. The cabin was sloping downwards with the remains of our couches on what was now the left wall. An inert control panel loomed over our misery. A tin figure slid back to my side. "Can you hear me through the suit? The crash panel shows we still have air. You can take your helmet off." 

    The acrid air scratched my throat. Randi's lower lip was bleeding as he uncourteously pointed out that I did not look too good either. But we were alive, and I had made to the Moon! "There's emergency air for forty eight hours, energy bars, and water." He hesitated just a little before he handed me a pig's ear on flexible pipe. "Sorry, try and use this if you can. Waste water keeps us cool. The heat radiators are not working very well. Otherwise you're lying on the stick on groin pads." 

     Ten minutes later we had taken stock of our situation. The crash beacon was transmitting our 'survivors' codes. As Randi pointed out we had just created the seismic shock of the year, so everyone out there had a pretty good idea of where we were. The air was clean but the temperature was rising, and it was time to worry about the others. "There seems to be vacuum on the other side of the hatch. I can't walk so you'll have to go outside with the backpack." Randi ordered. 

     A half an hour later I crawled awkwardly through the hatch and into the inflatable emergency airlock. "Suit's OK, it's recording, I'm entering the hold. Can you see this on the suit's slow scan camera, there's nothing left." I was facing an open plain. Behind me the sphere of the pilot's cabin was draped in the shredded tatters of what looked like a deflated foil balloon. It had come to rest half buried a few meters up the gentle, dusty, grey slope of a small hill. Presumably we had crashed into a modest crater. Over the not so distant horizon, marked by low mountain peaks, hovered the partly closed, indifferent blue eye of the Earth. Everywhere dazzling shards of torn and twisted metal paid painful homage to a morning Sun that lorded an ebony sky from close to the horizon. The remains of the rocket engines jutted out of a deep trench a little less than a kilometre away. All around me the boulder strewn surface was pock marked by the tops and sides of yellow, green, purple and blue cargo containers the size and shape of a delivery van. Further off a cluster of bright orange refrigerator size boxes poked above the grey. The impact had bored them deep into the lunar soil. Their garish colours violated the crater's sombre repose. 

     "Get the metal away from the radiators, and clear the evaporator or we will cook." Randi's voice stung me into action. 

     "Sorry the right leg is stiff," I hobbled and swayed in the low gravity. A couple of tugs and a curled up piece of fuel tank wall dropped to the ground. "Any better. The left arm won't bend properly either."

     "You're doing fine," The helmet relayed Randi's encouragement. "Just don't fall over." 

     "It's clear now."

     "Not perfect, but let's hope we are not here for long." Randi's voice dropped, "Any sign of the body, er, life support tanks?"

     Our ship had torn herself apart in her death agony. The lower fuel tank had burst on impact and lay like a beached jelly​fish near the engines. The cargo had at first dripped out then showered down onto the lunar surface.  "There's a sheet of metal a hundred meters off, I think its the hold floor." I said as I waddled off, swaying in the unfamiliar gravity. Old memories stirred, and my tai chi master whispered "like me." I let the form take me and my easy strides carried me softly over the uneven soil.

     "Look for a lunar flare. They're long round red tubes. They are usually by an outside hatch." Randi prompted from the cabin. "Don't go near the cargo containers. Have any of them split?"

     "Not round here. Is this what you want." I pulled a red tube a couple of centimetres across and a metre long from beside a tent like pile of injured alloy. 

     "Hold it steady so the suit camera can take a picture. That's it." Randi replied after a few seconds' pause. "Stick it in the ground but tilt it a bit away from the cabin. OK. There is a wire at the bottom, pull it as far as you can away from where it is aiming. Now break the bulb at the end. It is a fibre optics light trigger."

     Something shot silently out of the tube and rose swiftly into the sky. "It's a fast burn rocket with a radio beacon. In this gravity it will go up a long way. " Randi continued as I searched through the debris. "There's no air so it traces a perfect parabola. If any one is monitoring the emergency frequency they will know there are survivors and it will be easy to get an exact fix on us." 

     I found Paul's box, half out of its broken pressure container and with its lid split in two. A number of small tubes had spilled out and fine white powers mingled with the grey lunar dust. The first life tank lay upside down but

intact. "There should be a suit monitor port on the side. Unscrew the cap and plug in the extension cable clipped to your left leg." came from the cabin.

     "Anyone alive." I held my breath, and wished I could have stopped my heart as I strained to hear a reply.

     "I am." Mary's voice was hardly a whisper. "my ribs have gone..." Her voice drifted away. I gave what words of encouragement I could and pulled out a marker flag from the side of the tank and stuck it in the soil. The empty tank had skidded along the ground without apparent damage. I found Paul was conscious but trapped upside down with the end of his tank sticking into the vacuum like an old tomb stone. The last tank had cracked a massive boulder. The sound of faint breathing told me that its occupant was alive, but I could raise no other response from inside.

     "All we can do now is wait. Come back to the cabin." Randi called. I turned and stole one last glance at the sky. The Earth looked remote, beautiful and delicate as it orbited in the void. My mind eagerly reached into the heavens. Beyond the Earth lay Mars, and then the cold dim giants of our planetary system. Further still lay the comets, icy stepping stones to the stars. Everyone I knew, waking, working, playing, sleeping was on that little sphere that I could mask with my outstretched hand. For each of them the Galaxy held a handful score of stars. Each star was but a reflection of more than a hundred galaxies. For an eternal moment my body stood in reverence under the infinite nave of the cosmos. To it I was an insignificant mote! My desperate soul fled from the terrible vision. The temple vail had rent in twain! I, naked, had dared face the Universe and was blasted. 

     "You are that which you seek." to this day I will swear that I heard a soundless voice stir the stillness of the lunar vacuum. I am a part of something great, awful, awesome! True a tiny part, but a part that in struggling to encompass the whole is encompassed by the whole. Now the landscape glowed with faint hues echoing the unseen stars. I may have been singing.

     On the horizon a distant diamond flaunted a facet in the Sunlight. Something was moving in the distance. A crackly contralto, "Anyone receiving me?" cut into my consciousness. "This is station Theta rescue." A metal dachshund the size of a bus, with four vast wheels was picking its way through the rocks towards me. The front of its cylindrical body was topped by a small cockpit crowned by a flashing beacon. From its head to its tail stretched a brilliant reflecting trough turned to trap the Sun. From the sharp dark shadows beside it emerged a second smaller vehicle making its own way across the lunar wastes. "Loud and clear." I answered with a deafening whoop, "What kept you guys?"

                            Chapter 7

     Half an hour later I was sitting in the rover's cargo space under the cockpit as we rolled away from the landing site. Randi rested next to me. Since we were still wearing our suits we filled the small bench fitted to the rover's left wall. Paul reclined opposite us with his left arm wrapped in a bandage that complimented his black eyes and many bruises. One of our rescuers strapped his right ankle. At the rear a well built, tanned woman wearing a bulging but tight white hair cap and a white suit with a red cross shoulder flash hovered anxiously between the stretchers carrying our other companions. Small pumps drove fluids into Mary's arm. The large Russian's face was hidden by a mask and a small screen registered the halting decline of his vital signs. 

     "Now you." the man in grey coveralls turned from Paul and started to remove Randi's space suit. He winced, "Watch the arm, and be careful of my left foot." Our paramedic was a stocky, short black man with a accent from the Deep South that rolled and swayed to the motion of the lunar rover. "I'is" he drawled the words into one. "Frank, Frank Bayman. Glad to make  you folks' acquaintance." The space suit dropped slowly to the floor with a hollow clatter. "I's boss the miner's furnace and do safety, so after an incident, I ha'ta bag the sucked bodies. Most folks d'nt like to see 'em." He offered cheerfully. Randi grimaced as Frank tightened Mary's strapping round his arm. "There that'll hold fer now. Guess I'll have to wait a while to do for you folks." Frank remarked cheerily as he inflated a clamp over my bench mate's damaged ankle.

      Frank helped me from my suit, and worked me over with salve and first aid plasters. Satisfied that he had cleaned and covered all my minor leaks and blemishes, Frank swept up both suits and dropped them into a large yellow sack.  

     "How'd you find us so quickly? " I asked as he threw in a handful of black beads and closed the seal. 

     "Oh, nah problem. Every radar around was tracking you in. Your beacon had told us your intended. You were pretty close to the money. They stationed us in the outfield with mitts on, and that flare gave us the final fix." To my quizzical look Frank continued: "The black things, they's dust mites. They stick to the lunar dust. Big problem round here." He heaved the sack into a locker and by the sound it made, started some sort of shaker. "If that stuff gets into machinery, ssss! " He sucked through his teeth and shook his head, before turning to climb up to the cockpit. Turning back he paused and warmly shook Randi and me by the hand. "Get used to it." he smiled, "that was one hell of a bit of piloting for a tech and a muddy."

 Randi cosied up to me as close as his injured arm would allow. "You're no muddy, not now." he whispered, "I was on your circuit out there." I looked at him sideways, this was the

strangest opening I had ever had, and I have had some weird ones in my time. "It never comes out you know, once it's in, it's there for good."

     "Huh?"

     "The dust, the lunar dust." Randi smiled a smile of deep recognition. "Lots of muddies come here," he looked across at Paul, "but the dust doesn't stay. It falls off 'em when they go back to Earth. But when it sticks, they're here for good, no matter where they go." He apostolically kissed me on the cheek. Sitting opposite Paul raised a misunderstanding eyebrow. 

     In the twilight surrounding the stretchers at the rear the nurse's face was a lone cloud reflecting the sunset glow of her monitors. Clearly she did not want to be disturbed. "Come on up and see the scenery. The nurse doesn't want the displays on." Frank's head had popped down into our space and gestured in my direction. "Oh, of course! You have seen it already. Come on up anyway and meet the crew." Swaying in the unfamiliar gravity I eased my battered and bruised body up the ladder and into a small hemisphere coated with monitors and controls. 

     Four of us packed the tiny space. Frank introduced me to the pilot, a thick set, balding white man in his fifties who was probably working out to hide his age. A holograph of a smiling middle aged woman and two teenaged girls hovered by his panel. "Helmut, Excellent, glad to meet you." he said in an English that was just too perfect. He grasped my hand and squeezed hard. "Please, er. Louise, Fleas and lifters have pilots. This is a rover, I'm a driver. We are always called jockies, or jocks." He punched an icon on the control plate. "Scrape two, scrape one. We'll loose you in twenty seconds, want us to hold? " His headset squeaked momentarily. "OK see you in the hutch. " He turned to me "The other rover has found the data recorders and the computers, and is heading back." Through the left window a hazy smudge had appeared on the horizon. "Theta's miner. Anna, show our visitor where we're going." 

     When I get to Valhalla I am going to have words with the goddess of fate. Why am I always put in the company of world class talent? The co‑joe was a tall blond in her late twenties with tightly clamped long hair, and a trace of a Scandinavian accent. She had a figure that would make a dead man horny and her almond shaped face could have graced a flick's home page. As her feet worked the control pedals the finely creased blue pants of her utility uniform mapped the contours of a pair of elegant legs. Hell! she would make a sack look good. 

     Anna greeted me warmly, "Nice to have some more females around here, we feel out numbered." Her hand shake was kind to my numbed fingers. "We must share a table. I want to know how you got that wreck down." She teased a couple of controls and

continued, "We came with body bags back there. Five unexpected guests will really screw up this day's rations." her contralto voice fluttered merrily with the thought.  "You came down only 23 klicks from Theta. Just wait, according to the stars it should appear over the horizon in 30 seconds." 

     "What stars? " I didn't come to the Moon to have my tea leaves read. "I can't see any stars." I protested 

     "Up there." Anna's long fingers pointed to a monitor that looked as if its classic deep space screen saver had stuck in mid frame. "The star tracker has baffles to keep the Sun out. We've an atomic clock on board. They give our position. See over there." 

     We were crawling over a gently undulating plain. Boulders and stones that had been cast out of numerous small craters threw twin black and faint grey shadows on the savage ground. Wheel tracks weaved over the wasteland towards a couple of blisters that infected the horizon. A vineyard of shining trough reflectors stretched away towards the miner.  

     "You don't usually see Earth shadows during the Day, they will wash out soon. That's the power farm and hydroponics, Theta's mostly underground." Anna read my thoughts and her voice dropped. "We are going as fast as we dare. The medics know what they are doing. The others are in good hands."

     The Rover swung past a couple of long arched greenhouses and skirted a parade of large mirrors topping low ridges whose ends were marked by stove pipes closed with heavy trap doors. It slowed and turned down a ramp into deep trench. A heavy pressure door swung up and then closed as we entered. I had brief sight of a blue lit, smooth walled chamber leading to a door only slightly larger than the rover before everything was shrouded in mist. As the light turned green Helmut barked "Med. Evac. priority one." into his headset. A fine spray foamed over the cockpit windows. 

     "A California car wash on the Moon!. Now I have seen everything. Do you check the oil and tires." I joked. 

     "That's for your friends down there." Anna responded tartly. "Do you realize how much that water is worth?" She turned in her seat towards me. "Lunar dust is like grinding power, only much worse. It sticks to everything, and it has to come off before we can enter the base. Normally we would sit here for half an hour having lunch while we were brushbotted."

 A couple of minutes later the inner door opened and Helmut wheeled the rover to a halt in a large elliptical, domed hanger. Small vehicles were parked in marked lots against the wall. A large flatbed rover with two of its wheels removed was propped up and surrounded by a cluster of human and robot

servicers like a queen termite in her nest. Several techies wearing work fatigues wheeled a ramp up to the rear of our rover and a few seconds later two trolleys sped away into the base hotly pursued by the nurse. The others followed. Paul hobbled down on Frank's arm and Randi hopped his own way out, only to turn at the exit to give a thumbs up with his good arm through the cockpit window.

     "I'll do the docking checks, Anna, you look after our heroine. " Helmut started flicking displays and keying icons.  "They will be busy with the injured for at least an hour. I'll tell admin where you are, and it will be on time and expenses."

     Lunar Theta was a spaghetti plate of colour coded semi-circular tubes a couple of metres in diameter branching off away from the garage. We stopped in a small locker room and I happily swapped the suit liner for a baggy set of orange station coveralls. Anna then led me down a purple slope that on Earth would have been uncomfortably steep. I half expected to find a mutant rabbit as it levelled off at the bottom. Instead the tunnel opened up into a high ceilinged room painted in canary yellow and set with a couple of dozen unoccupied utilitarian sets of brightly coloured metal chairs and tables. A couple of lamp strips sprayed the curving walls with light. It was clean and cheerful, if, that is you like eating in the top half of a main sewer. "Welcome to Chez Phillipe." Anna glided across the room to a two place table against the flat wall opposite and loosened her hair. I swayed after her and floated into a chair by a golden display of the New England fall. Anna pulled up a menu chart as red leaves drifted down and disappeared behind the cascade of silky hair overflowing her shoulders. 

     "When I first came here, " she scanned the stiff plastic, "They only had a tiny menu monitor by the door. There were fights at shift change until Femcom insisted on proper menus." 

     "Femcom.?"

     "The women's committee, all fourteen of us." Anna replied, "We do our best to stop this place becoming a total pig sty, in spite of the rest of the crew. While you are here you're an honourary member. Try the chicken stir fry, the auto cook is really good." 

     The menu was a little peculiar. I half thought I was back in India. There was chicken, fish, rabbit, even some pork and lots of vegetables and fruit, but no beef of any kind. "Cows are too big, and their guts back up in zeegee. " Anna explained. "The milk is plastic, and a lot of the ingredients are synthesised, but some are shipped in dried. It all adds to the organics inventory. As you see the prices are truly astronomical. " She buttoned the menu and dropped it into its slot. 

     As we waited to be served I recounted my adventures. Anna was clearly perplexed by the odd collection of castaways that

chance had washed ashore at so distant an outpost of civilization. My description of Mary and Paul amused her, but when I described Randi as a 'trouble shooter', she tightened defensively but said nothing. As I finished she asked politely, "May I ask where you are going to be posted?" 

     "I'm not being posted anywhere. I'm a peep doing a piece." My hostess' face clouded, "Don't you start, I had enough of that on the way up. I really am prepping a scan on the Moon, the real working Moon that is, not the tourist trap. At least I was trying to until.. well all that back there." Anna brightened a little but her eyes had narrowed. "I expected to spend a month in Delta, not here. I have one hell of a story to post if only I can get it back to Earth, and I don't know if I can do from here, or even where here is?"  

     Her elegant shoulders relaxed a little. "That might be arranged, but you ought to talk to the base manager about it. Did Delta know that you were coming."

     "Good heavens no. Who wants a publicity handout, anyway this is on the cheap, no support charges." Honesty is the last resort of the desperate in my business. "Just what and who I run into." 

     "In that case." Anna's voice sharpened, "Tread very carefully. Take my advise, make sure people know what you are before you start asking questions or try to run into the wrong people at the wrong time round here. A unwelcome visitor could find life becoming very difficult. Don't push your luck!" Anna warned, as she turned and slipped two steaming plates off the box-like waiter. "Guest account." she barked. The waiter buzzed back along the yellow lines on the floor, its brushes swishing the floor as it went.

     "I assume you are on basics." I nodded, "Then enjoy, it will be your last for a while." I must have flinched. "Don't worry they won't poison you, we all have to eat them, but they are well.. recycled."

     I broke the silence that had descended as we ate. "That was good. Should be for the price." I belched over the remains of my second plate. "Sorry pardon!" I had just eaten more than my annual disposable income at one sitting. 

     "We all get a couple of morale meals a week, it's in the contract. Other wise we have basics plus anything we want to buy." Anna relaxed in her chair and ordered coffee. It came in small almost spherical cups, with inward rims. It had the bitter taste of chicory. "Don't stir too quickly" she advised. "Up here it's beautiful, harsh, crowded, more lonely than you would imagine, and I for one wouldn't want to do anything else. The work is dangerous and exacting. It's ninety percent utter boredom, nine point nine percent panic, and point one percent shear stark terror. Lightside no one makes more than one mistake... ever!"

      "During Day it's twelve hours on, twelve off, and it's not much better for most of Night." Anna continued, "But, out there, there are no passengers. We are all professionals. We have to be, and we are proud of what we are doing and where we are doing it." She paused, then added, "Of course, the pay is out of the world." A couple of men came in and ordered take out packs. They left, giving us long looks across the room.

     "Not what you think. " Anna interrupted my dirty thoughts. "The whole place will want to meet you." She glanced with satisfaction at her ghostly reflection in the wall, "Helmut says the company should have paid for my cosmetics last year. He says I flush 'em out. If they still have enough energy to get interested, they aren't working hard enough. Still I do get dinner bought for me more often than not these days." She fancied her hair and swivelled her torso proudly. "Worth every penny."

     "Cosmetics?" My bank account gave the death rattle at the mere thought. 

Anna warmed to her subject. "Remember that cold winter in North America a couple of years ago, we were on overlap shifts. Even jockeys were doing evas. The bonuses were monstrous." She sipped daintily from her cup. "After though, the docs said I had developed a heart murmur. It was always was a bit weak. I could quit space or have genetics. I thought what the hell! Let's blow the bundle. I got a medical extension to my next  Earth leave and booked into a clinic in California and had physical reconstruction: the lot." She lent across the table as if relaying a dark secret. "They stuck me full of hypos for month. I felt terrible. I bloated, my hair fell out and my teeth were loose. I would have quit but the docs said they couldn't be responsible for what happened if I did. Then suddenly I lost over 20 kilos, and what remained changed formation in all the right ways. I grew some straight teeth, even my hair has stopped frizzing." She beamed, "I feel fantastic. I look great even though I eat like a horse and my heart is A1. Best investment I ever made."

     "What's the point up here," I returned, green and sour. 

     "Oh, we get a week off every two days, lunar days that is. Days mean lunar days, but hours, weeks and months as on Earth. Think shifts." Anna explained "Full shift is 24 hours. Front shift is like daytime, most people are working. During backshift things slowdown, with essential workers on duty, it's like Earth night. Up shift and down shift for start and end of a shift. So up front shift is morning. OK? You'll get used to it."

      Anna grinned with artificial cream on her lips. "Here we're lucky, we can hitch rides to Alpha on the supply wagon, and I often have to do the run anyway. If we were in Lambda we'd have to go to Gamma or Delta. As you know Gamma's only a manufacturing, repair and training centre now and Delta's all admin., transport and supply. Anyway I only have 18 months of my one three three left, and then bikini time!"

     "One three three?" 

     "The contract. One year's probation and training, then three years, and reup for another three to get a year's  accommodation and recuperation pay at the company resort. Do three contracts and they give you seniority benefits and offer you a desk heavyside. But only management and the odd hard case goes that far. Outside workers, if they make it, don't have to come back for more unless they are greedy, and after a couple of tours even a jockey like me could take life real easy. There isn't much to spend the pay on around here." 

     After a few moments of silent thought Anna asked: "You were supposed to be going to Delta, weren't you?" I nodded. "You'll have a long ride."

     "I thought I might be flying." With all that had happened I hadn't really thought that far.

     My host burst into laughter. "And you thought the meal was expensive. It's not so much the fuel, but the maintenance. If something goes wrong with a Flea it's real dead. A rover can sit around and wait for rescue." Her regal figure rose from the table." Come on, shifts will change soon, and this place is going to get crowded. I should drop you off at medical." Behind us the waiter scooped up our leavings into its hopper. I would be, no doubt, meeting them again several times during my stay.

                            Chapter 8

     In the small, well equipped sick bay a floor above the mess room, the nurse removed Frank's band-aids. "Granny has two  cracked ribs, and her right legs's gone too." She explained, "She'll pull through." The nurse stuck a couple permanent dressings over my worse injuries. " You'll do. " Her name patch introduced her as 'Stefanov'. Her voice more than hinted of winters on the Volga. "You can get off the couch now. The two boys are on intensive bone enhancers, but they will be hobbling for a while. Both had fractured feet, the young one was concussed and has ripped the tendons of his arm. The dark one had a dislocated shoulder." She sorted out some pills and shushed them into a bottle. "You got off lightly. Take it easy for a few days, these will help you get over the trauma stress."  She sucked her lip when I hinted about our belligerent pilot. "The doc's still patching him up. He was all chopped up internally. He has a chance." Suddenly her words became heavily accented as she lashed out. "Damned mud foots. It's the pilot's ship. Why not just throw him out of the airlock?  There will be an investigation. Your petty heroics don't fool me. It will be a long time before he is fit to fly, if ever. None of you jacked up muddies deserve to have made it." She aimed me through the door towards a console built into the wall of a bright green tunnel, "Accommodation's that way." 

     The door to sick bay slammed shut behind me and I faced a communications terminal set into the opposite wall. For several minutes the only response I had from the officious concierge program was "Not on crew register". Pressing keys at random and hurling every insult I could imagine finally put me in touch with a bored, but human sounding male voice. A couple of minutes later a key slice shot out of a small slot and quivered at me like Einstein's tongue. With this hard won token in hand I trudged wearily down a long red slope. This levelled off and became a light blue corridor lined with a dozen evenly spaced pressure tight doors on one side and half that number opposite. My key revealed my prize to be the top left quarter of a 4 metre diameter sewer pipe painted a glossy light grey. As I entered a strip poured an unsympathetic light from its ridge onto on a narrow sponge bed and blue sleeping bag under the curving ceiling. A small sink on the far flat wall had a fine spray on its outlet tap and a flexible funnel on a pipe hung from its side. Squeezing the pipe's stem produced a fine, slightly oily spray and raucous sucking sound. 

      Cowering next to the air towel, the toilet hid in a tiny cubicle at the end of the bed. It made an airline washroom seem spacious. Even I could not stand up in it. In a drawer under the bed I found a couple of badly fitting changes of utility clothes to add to my loose coveralls.  There were some small ceramic cups in a shallow locker set into the flat side wall. Next to it were a fold out table and a pair of stools. The table hid an impressive communications console, a totally inadequate microwave oven and a minuscule spigot marked 'Drinking Water only'. I had stayed in student residences that were much worse. Sleep visited me with rabid dreams that shook me back to consciousness until I surrendered to the nurse's medication. 

     Anna reappeared to wake me many hours later. "I thought they'd dump you in the life boats," she breezed as she handed me a buff coloured set of coveralls and clean underwear. "I think these will fit. I got them from services on the way down. These might be useful." She handed me a fanny bag and some personal odds and ends as she glanced around my tiny accommodation. "At least they've put you in with the management. It's four to a room for the peons opposite."  

     I asked for a shower. Anna offered me the funnel. "Minimum water loss. It's like cleaning a carpet, only you're the deep shag." She ran it up my arm. "See"

     "Charming!," I tittered as it tickled my elbow, " Oh, it's like a blow job in reverse."

     "Right, this way you go from hot and sweaty to clean."  Anna primmed up. "It's a bit early for humour." She shook her head," I have to go on shift. I came down to take you to breakfast." She glanced at the communications display. "The management want to see you in just over an hour." 

     "We'd have to hide down here if there is the solar storm

of the century, or, a really bad failure up top. " Anna's voice drooped with her thoughts before they echoed along the empty corridors as she led the way back. "Those that make it that is." Two heavy doors guarded the start of the slope to the main levels. "With the supplies in the lower level, you could survive for a couple of days, lunar days that is, once those doors are closed. Even the rooms are self contained. You could last in one for a Night. All the systems are under the floors. Storms only last forty eight hours at worse though." We turned toward the mess room. "Make sure you slot the occupied sign on your door. If someone's radiation count is getting a bit high they might sleep down there for a while. We really aren't set up for guests who drop in unexpectedly!" 

     The crowded mess room was like the public bar of a rural Irish pub. The din and clatter tumbled to a murmur and all eyes turned, as the stranger entered, and then turned two thirds of the way back as the conversations resumed. Basic breakfast was a bowl of almond smelling flakes and slightly green oily white liquid. I swallowed a thick brown concoction that just hinted of tomato ketchup. "My contract gives me extra basic protein," Anna explained, as she demolished half a dozen small gelatinous grey sausages. "You'd better get used to it. You'll be having these for dinner while you are here. Go interview G & S, they will tell you it's a healthy balanced diet. "

     "G and S. Gilbert and Sullivan?"

     "No. Gas and Sewerage. Environment Services. " Anna stifled a hic cup as she dumped her dirty tray in the chute by the door. "I've got extra loads to do to the miner. Just turn left and follow your nose, You can't miss management. "

     The circular tunnel's utilitarian colour code soon gave way to soft pastel hues and mass produced copies of lesser works by minor masters of the renaissance. I was welcomed into the outer office by an thin, pale faced, eager young man in a carefully creased, dark blue coverall. He shook my hand mechanically as he introduced himself as the station manager's executive assistant. I sat in silence for sometime looking at the plans and charts posted on the four straight walls and then gazed vacantly at the cylindrical ceiling.

      Eventually, the connecting door opened and I was ushered into the inner sanctum. The station manager was a tall slightly balding, comfortably fed, tanned man in his galloping thirties. He came gift wrapped in a slick, well fitting jacket and pants, and as I entered he rose to greet me, and demonstrated that  his batteries had been included. The familiar holographic graphs and pie charts of management that hovered over his immaculate desk vanished at his command. An office credenza at the rear carried a modest selection of business toys and trophies. The sides of the large, perfectly rectangular chamber were lit by various monitors and displays. Those that scanned the alien landscape outside were utterly dwarfed by an action motif of downtown Chicago and a data feed from its commodities exchange.

     "Please sit down, Ms. Chan." The manager offered me a light metal chair on the door side of the desk as he eased into the leather upholstery opposite me. "Do you mind if I call you Louise?" He introduced himself as Primer, "Primer Goule. Delighted to meet you." Of course everyone at Theta had been thrilled by the amazing exploit of our landing. Thetacorp and its parent conglomerate were only too happy to accommodate us until we could leave for our destinations at the earliest convenient time. His polished tones could have graced the express elevator of a commercial office tower. "In your case that was Delta." he pulled apart his lips and flashed a smile that showed a couple of fashionable gold tipped teeth. "Of course there is an ongoing investigation and the authorities may want to ask you a few questions. In the mean time please make yourself as comfortable as you can." 

     "Louise " he continued in a lower tone, "I understand that the passenger manifest of the lifter listed you as a journalist. I which case I hope you will understand that this is a working mine, and we would greatly appreciate our guests do not interfering with our important activities." Before I could reply, he swung to the action motif. The exchange faded away and the Earth appeared from a distance, swelled and darkened the room. "Without the Earth we would not exist, and without us civilization would grind to a halt!" Charts and tables danced before his baton. I began to feel nauseous and coughed politely. "Oh I shan't bother anyone at work, it doesn't interest me." I introduced a note of professional naivete,  "But, I want to know what's it like to live and work here, so far from everything." 

     "Work is our business, and business is why we are here, so once again, " Primer's voice had paused in its well lubricated presentation, and now had a sharper edge. "I hope you will be a welcome guest while you are at Theta." A small cylinder set in an alcove chimed melodiously. "Coffee, Cream?" He proffered me a tiny cup of what was, I had to admit, excellent Java. He pushed himself back into the ample space behind the desk. "Yes the centrifugal coffee maker has been one of the most profitable space research spin offs." We both laughed at his tiny pun. "Filters don't work in low gravity, and pressure systems are messy. Some chemist or other was found brewing up this way in Beta." His voice reeked with contempt. "Patented and properly marketed 'Celestial Brews' now has a gross turnover of over 250 megaeuros a year; continuing growth is projected at 6 percent: a very competitive product." His eyes glazed and I think his crotch jerked. 

     "Any chance of getting my things back from the wreck?" I interrupted his revere diffidently. He paused, scooted quickly back to the desk and put his cup down firmly. "Don't worry, Services will lend you what you need. Eventually we will charge the operator of the lifter." 

     "I was thinking of my ..er.. tools." I asked in as charming a voice I could muster. Primer's expression set solid.

"I understand your problem. For a peep this must be a good story. But I am sorry: Salvagers' rules you know. Strictly speaking they are no longer yours. You could, perhaps, contract one of our on site subcontractors to go to the crash site, if their work schedule permits, which is unlikely. I will, of course, be happy to endorse your insurance claim for reimbursement," and added with emphasis, "back on Earth." 

     Suzi's image zoomed into my imagination. "I have a deadline for copy." 

     "Your equipment," he stealthily glanced down at a desk top prompter showing to me a backward baggage inventory, "er, your parrot is worth much more here than heavyside, and after your crash would be even more valuable as a historical item for a mall museum in Alpha." He lifted his spoon and pointed it across desk like a dagger. "As I said we hope you will be a considerate guest and not interfere with the work here. You are welcome to use the recreational facilities. I would be delighted to entertain you personally," he paused and forced me into eye contact. I glanced sideways and cut him off at the pass, "for dinner." he continued. "Surveys have shown that a diet consisting wholly of items from the basic allowance may undermine self esteem."

     "As you say this is a place to work." I replied lightly. Dinner, let alone apres diner, with a suit would have very definitely undermined my self esteem. Who wants to spend an evening dickering over the price? "Do the recreational facilities have video and text recording systems?" I asked. might as well go down with guns firing. The manager's mouth clamped to a thin line. He stretched back with straight arms and the heals of his hands squeaked against the edge of the desk. Silence dropped over us for a few moments. Finally he bent over and whispered into the desk's command port. A roll file rose from through the desktop like a pantomime demon king. Taking a handful of data slices he offered them to me.

      "Here these might be of use. Feel free to use our playback systems to paste what you want. I have given you some working slices. You will be with us until the sunset convoy to Alpha. I will try to arrange a tour of Life Support and Hydroponics later in the Day. Maintenance may then have a camera in for service you could borrow. Now if you don't mind," his left hand waved and triggered the door open." His hand dropped finally onto the desk. As I left the office his fingers began stroking a small, golden bull calf embossed with the name of a major stockbroker. "I do hope the basic rations don't get you down." he said.

     I headed for the sick bay and found that the station doctor was a prim, small Indian lady in her late thirties. I caught up to her outside the recovery rooms as she conducted her rounds. "The pilot is critical, but the other two men should be out of here in a shift." She said with a brahmin accent. The doctor glanced at her aide memoir as we walked past the sickbay's line of cells. "Just in case there is something we've missed. They'll be under treatment for a while, and the social hygienist wants to check them for trauma." Her dark, bony features turned to me, "Have you linked up to him yet?"   

     "I've got enough problems here as it is." I prevaricated.

     "Management?" she asked. I shrugged. "We have to put up with it all the time. It's a living." 

     "Please don't tire Mary. I don't want to use bone growth stimulants on her, so she is on analgesics." She smiled, and congratulated me. "Well done, Louise, we get much worse injuries from the miner." She turned and walked away. Under her white coat the hem of her light green sari fluttered in the low gravity like a butterfly's wings in flight. 

     Randi and Paul's cubical it resounded to cries of "It's space pilot Louise," and "Hey, Crasher Chan!" as I entered. Randi's surgical boot jutted out like a battering ram from his wheel chair. His reached up and hugged me with his heavily strapped right arm resting weakly on my shoulder. Paul was in old fashioned casts and had to lean over the edge of his bed to thank me. He hesitated and kissed me on cheek with tears beading in his eyes. "They tell me they have even recovered over half my spore samples!" He beamed. 

     "It's like being drunk on bad whisky, and having the hangover at the same time. " Randi complained. "But thanks to the bone shots we should be hobbling around in 24 hours. With a little luck we should both be fully functional before we leave." He fidgeted violently. "God it itches!" 

     Only those who have survived against the odds would understand how our conversation bubbled and frothed. We were alive and needed to prove it ASAP! Randi told me who I had to talk to in Theta to sneak messages heavyside. Paul was eager to get to Beta, and start growing his mutant fungi. "I engineered them to survive and thrive in the most alien conditions. They should love the low gee, long cycle environment." 

     Randi had put his forced idleness to good use. "I think I know why that lousy ISU upgrade bombed. I don't trust Delta to fix it, so Lambda will have cold nights until I arrive. Louise don't look so puzzled, " He was speaking to me, as technoguru to technojerk.

     "The days here may be hot, but the nights are long and cold. Alpha and Beta get their power from small fission reactors, but the rest of the bases collect solar energy during the day and store it to keep everything ticking over during the night." I clamped my teeth as I hate being made to feel like a dummy, but none the less he continued. "The cheapest place to put a lot of energy lightside is in big flywheels. The motors are shipped up, but the mass is just local dirt." 

     "I didn't see one coming in. " I interjected, but Randi was into his subject. I couldn't stop him. 

     Randi went on. "A fully loaded ISU, Sorry! Inertial Storage Unit is a pretty good bomb. So they are put over the horizon. The control systems are tricky. You want a controlled wind up so there is optimum power transfer while smoothing out input surges without reflecting a mismatched impedance.... " He had finally noticed that a leaden silence had fallen about him. "Well to cut a long story short." He said, obviously disappointed at his audience. "Lambda's management ordered the installation of a new guaranteed, optimized, fully automatic, control program last Day. It worked perfectly for 98 hours into Night and then for no obvious reason went into emergency dump. The crew ended up in the life boats. Lambdacorp is suing Inertial Transnational who made the hardware, they in turn are suing PettiFlec, the software house, and the Lambda crew is desperately trying to re‑install the old system and get it running before the next Nightfall and their butts freeze off. I am supposed to hold their hands and file a report. Oh well, I guess they'll just have to wait." To my next question he added. "Like you I am on a fixed price contract, so I go freight; and Lambda's a lot closer to Delta than Alpha."

     A few minutes later Mary greeted me in the next room with a smile but hardly moved. "I heard you lot laughing in the next room. I am on my own, I hoped you'd drop in." She eased herself up a little." Well I made it! Thank you so much for not giving up. Us oldies don't have much to loose, but I was so sad to think about what might happen to you up there." Her eyes reached out gladly to me from the sick bed.

     "Up there was no problem," I replied, "It was the sudden stop at the bottom that had me worried. Anyway you're not old. You're a well worn youngster." 

     "I lost my book and colours. See if you can find me some paper and a pencil." Mary's right hand started and stopped as she winced in pain. "No hurry. By the way do you know how my patient is?"

     "Ugh. The pilot." I grunted uncharitably, "He's in the room opposite." I glanced in. "It's all full of tubes and gadgets. He's alive, that's all I know. He sure doesn't deserve it. Did you keep that zapper of yours? "

     "No I didn't, I lost it in the crash. I hope the doctor found and removed the applicator. You shouldn't think like that either. " Mary scolded me, "You're alive, I am alive, if a little battered. Be thankful! Just because he's an incompetent oaf doesn't mean you should be nasty. Now get that chair, sit down, and tell me all about this place, and how are you getting on?"

      As I left sick bay I briefly interrogated the base directory, and headed in the direction the service area. Above the level of the garage and stretching away from the entrance ramp was a wide corridor guarded by large pressure tight doors. On one side were a series of three meter diameter circular hatches. Signs on them showed they clearly led to airlocks giving access to the surface. Through one of them a robot dolly was heaving multi coloured boxes. On the other side of the corridor was a very visible row of surveillance cameras and several solid looking doors. I extracted my finance slice from my security pouch and called into the intercom by the door that advertised: 'Highland Services (Theta Division)'.

     Highland Services' office was a sparcely furnished half tube with one curving wall plastered with time charts and maps and diagrams of the base. In the middle was a metal desk propping up the title 'maintenance supervisor' in big letters. Behind the desk was a pale, pinched faced man well into his fourties with a shaved head and short beard. He was of medium height and muscular build, and wore a green coverall with a brown shoulder patch. As I entered he shuffled his feet uncomfortably under his desk. 

     "Louise Chan I presume. " he said in a very British accent, before I could speak. "Mr. Goule warned me I might see you. I am pleased to see you found this remote corner of the base. That landing was a magnificent piece of work. Now, how can I help you." 

     "It is about my things." I asked diffidently. "Any chance of having someone out at the wreck collect them for me?" I didn't have much hope that I would see my parrot again, let alone my fibre filled jumpsuit, but it was worth a try.

     "You are new here. " The man had been tugging his left sleeve nervously now started pulling his right sleeve. "We are contracted to ThetaCorp to maintain the outside systems. Vents, solar arrays and the like. Our highly trained operatives don't just take on casual jobs."

     "But your people might be visiting the wreck, can't you ask them to pick up a couple of things." I pleaded, rolling my personal finance slice in my fingers.

     "Yes, we are helping to salvage the cargo." He reached for  a thin sharp knife magnetically clamped to the desk. "The contract was arranged through our parent head office on Earth with the shipper." He pulled the knife free, retrieved an orange from an insulated box, and started to peel it. After my basic breakfast the smell was almost overpowering. He looked pointedly at the slice resting in my fingers and immediately turned aside. "You are welcome to use our services, but you must negotiate a contract in the usual way, and I will try to fit something into our work schedule." He spat orders through yellowed lips into an office terminal. One side of the office  lit up with numbers leading trains of zeros. "Our standard rates. I am afraid we would demand a complete trip to the wreck. Two men and a buggy for, let's see four hours, that would be.."

     "OK I get the picture." When a flunky turns away from a slice, and says 'normal way,' it means no fiddle. "Sorry to have bothered you." I said and stood up. 

     The man stuck the knife back onto the desk, gently threw the remains of the orange into a hole in the wall with practiced accuracy and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "That's business lightside, I am afraid." As I opened the door, he scratched his head for a moment. "That was quite a landing." I stopped for a moment. He rubbed his beard. "You're a peep aren't you?" I nodded, "Leave it with me." His right hand patted down the air above the desk.  "The company might have a use for some good copy. I can't promise anything." He sounded relieved and pleased with his own performance. "Hang tough for a few shifts." he added as I opened the door. 

                            Chapter 9

     Back in my life boat I chewed a couple of high energy slightly fruit flavoured sponges that were my lunch. With a pack of nuked synthchoc drink in one hand I casually slipped one of Primer's slices into the console playback slot with the other.

     'The Bountiful Nucleus' appeared in golden letters and sunk into the wall accompanied by a tinny fanfare. A bad taste stuck to my tongue.

     A panorama of twentieth century wealth and technology passed before my eyes, to the triumphant sounds of 'The Great Gate of Kiev'. " But" a well modulated commentary began, "there was a price that had to be paid." Black clouds fell and silence descended. The clouds separated to reveal black smoking chimneys stretching to the horizon. Then a traffic jam seen at tail pipe level, and finally the camera zoomed onto several small dirty children crouching amidst the filth. The hard broken rhythms of the 'Rite of Spring' swelled up as a hurricane ripped into a luxury beach side condominium. "Even the Earth itself had had enough. Towards the end of the century scientists began to warn that world was heating up. Carbon dioxide made when fossil fuels are burnt was trapping the Sun's rays. Storms became more violent. The ice caps threatened to melt." The happy face on the green cartoon of the globe before me turned to a frown and ran with sweat, then started coughing as smoke swirled about it.

     Oh brother! I could picture Suzi at her desk sharpening her long fingernails. 

     "At noon on the equator a square meter receives a kilowatt of heat from the Sun. Solar Power is clean but trapping enough of this vast source of power would take enormous installations that would disrupt the very ecosystems that were already threatened. Worse still natural power is fickle. It goes off at night and in bad weather, just when it is most needed." I started to doze off. "The same goes for the wind and waves." My eyes drooped. "The disasters at Three Mile Island, Chernobyl and finally Yerivan destroyed the old nuclear power industry based on the splitting heavy nuclei of uranium."

     "Yet all the time the Sun went on showing us how to make clean energy. The secret is to fuse, that is bring together light atoms like hydrogen! One part in two thousand of ordinary hydrogen is heavy hydrogen. Heavy hydrogen can be extracted from sea water, and fuses to give vast amount of heat if it is  heated to several hundred million degrees." Suzi invaded my soft daydreams with a smile that revealed her ten centimetre fangs.

     "Scientists heated heavy hydrogen in reactors shaped like a tire. At these temperatures gas will conduct electricity and powerful magnetic fields held the superheated gas in place." A sexy mother nature carrying a cornucopia graced the display space. "For half a century scientists tried to put her into magnetic corsets." Mother Nature dropped her horn and looked decidedly unhappy as teams of men in white coats pulled the ropes constricting her underwear. "When they should have been teaching her to belly dance."

       "Lee and Margos proposed that a shock wave like a sonic boom could be sent round the plasma in a toroid." Freed at last Nature started gyrating suggestively. "The shock compressed and heated the plasma so it fused easily, and the particles released then in turn heated the plasma behind the shock, so it began to fuse as well. Here was the key to the economical, abundant, clean energy source the Earth so desperately needed." Mother Nature picked up her cornucopia and started throwing the good things of life in all directions: Cars, home utilities, computers, fluorescent signs, even uncorked bottles of champagne. 

     Once again Suzi drifted before me. Despite the fact that her fangs were now oozing poison that fizzed as it dripped onto her desk, she was talking over her computer. The commentary continued: "There was only one snag. There are three atoms that can be fused in a reactor: two sorts of heavy hydrogen, natural deuterium which has one proton and one neutron, and radioactive tritium, which has two neutrons and one proton." Teams of brightly coloured billiard balls danced towards me." and the odd man out helium three. Now come on helium, don't be bashful." Two protons holding a neutron edged into the viewing space.

      "The Lee and Margos shock heats highly charged nuclei more efficiently. That means helium three with two positive charges and only three particles heats up much more easily than either sort of hydrogen." The groups of billiard balls stuck together and flew apart. "Helium three fuses with deuterium and gives off a proton and an alpha particle which are trapped by the magnetic fields in the plasma. They heat the rest of the plasma and the fusion flame travels around the toroid behind the shock wave." 

     "Tritium and even deuterium itself will also fuse with a deuterium nucleus, but when they do they give off lots of neutrons that fly out of the plasma and make the reactor walls dangerously radioactive." My artistic appreciation of 'The Bountiful Nucleus' was suddenly blocked by the mental vision of an ominously heavy envelope. Meanwhile the billiard balls had taken their cue and vanished. The Full Moon took centre stage. "While deuterium can be extracted from sea water, helium three is not found on Earth. The nearest place where the energy industry could obtain the helium three the world's growing economies now so desperately needed was the Moon."

     "During the twenties the governments of the industrialized nations encouraged the world's leading energy companies to invest in this bountiful, new frontier. The risks were high and the investments was huge. Many mistakes were made, and lives were lost, but the rewards have been fabulous, for the next decade marked the beginning of the end of three centuries of atmospheric pollution. The Lunar surface had been surveyed, developed and now could be mined. The Earth could confidently look forward to an increasing flow of the clean, powerful fusion fuel, helium three for the foreseeable future. " A gigantic hand held a tiny glass bulb that glowed with a light that filled the display. "The Power of the Future. "

     The imaginary envelope had opened to reveal a legal sized sheet of paper. To me it felt heavy, crisp and sharply folded. The letterhead read:

 'Vampire, Vulture, and Bonesucker.

 Lawyers working under contingency.

 One stop service.

 Suing while you wait, on our time.'

 If I turned up with this industrial strength, promotional, mind rot, Suzi would have me hung, drawn and quartered, and then sown up and spit roasted over a slow fire! 

     I zapped my way through the rest of Primer's data slices. Some were straight runs like 'The Bountiful Nucleus' others were hyperlinked multimedia presentations. Their message was the same. Helium three had ignited the third energy revolution. The world's energy conglomerates were heroically risking their fortunes to develop the Moon for the benefit of the world's consumers. There was no helium three on Earth, but traces could be found in the lunar soil. Massive mining machines plodded their way across the alien landscape scooping up the top three meters of the Moon. It was then heated to boil off the gasses in it, some metals were removed and the rest put back as a nice smooth freeway. Back at the mining base the helium three was frozen out and then shipped to Earth. The going rate for helium three on the Chicago spot market was over 10 gigaeuros a tonne. 

     I did not need to come all the way to the Moon for this garbage. The local library back home could have called it up for me. The outlook was grim. Perhaps I had been a trifle hasty when I deflected the station manager's offer. He had allowed the search teams to collect Paul's samples, but obviously I was not likely to recover my parrot. I had to lay my hands on a camera, a computer and some multimedia peripherals somehow. The dumb terminal in my cell would not even accept my own slices unless I had an 'external account.' 

     The more I thought about the situation the more frustrated and gloomier I felt. Dinner with a suit would be bad enough. The thought of the back shift that would follow made me shudder. "I'd rather pass the time with a real space suit." I thought. "The company would do me good. It would not use me. It would be at least as intelligent as a college trained, bottom line crazed, adding machine on legs, and it would not whisper malevolent nothings in my ear. The more I thought about it the more attractive the idea became.

       "Location request: Frank Bayman?" I quizzed the terminal. Ten seconds later I was running up the ramp to the base. 

                            Chapter 10     

     After a couple of wrong corners I found Frank in a service area next to the vehicle hanger. He seemed pleased to see me, but before I could speak, he cut me off. "Sorry but no questions, you'll hav't' talk to the station manager." he said, and added, with a wink, "In fact you're not even supp'sed t' be here." He side stepped behind a locker and out of the line of a security camera. "How can help you's Louise?" he whispered when I joined him. 

     "Thanks," I replied, "It's all right I haven't any questions, well not yet. I just want my space suit."  He seemed a little confused at my request. "My space suit, you know the one I took from the wreck." Understanding dawned in his face. "That's right salvager's rules." 

     "Well I suppose, " Frank's face tightened in thought for a second. "I have never heard of a survivor salvaging something before, but round here there t'aint many survivors. OK I'll buy it, but if the plastic suits don't like it I'll play dumb." 

     We walked past a line of lockers some with numbered green tags, others with names. "Those are being used by the outside shift" Frank explained. "I am on inside duty at the moment. I had a bit of an exposure at the mine." He sighed, "Pay is nowhere as good." Then hurriedly added. "Cosmic radiation's there all the time, but the Sun sometimes burps a bit. " Finally we turned into what looked like a large junk room stacked with tools and equipment in various states of disrepair. "Welcome to the Day store. This lot will be serviced during the Night. Now the suits from the crash should be over here somewhere."

     The two space suits were in a large sack in the corner. "It's not rated anymore you know." Frank recoiled as I pounced on my prey. The Boxing Day sale gene is much stronger in the female. 

     "Great" I purred in triumph as I hauled it into the light. 

     "Now mind telling me's what a nice young lady like you's wants with an out of date hard suit that you could' na use outside anyway?" Frank looked very puzzled, but was prepared to indulge me. "Do you realize how much it would cost you to have it rated again?"  He asked, putting the emphasis on 'you'. 

     "Oh I don't want to go outside. Well not in this," I chirped, "What I need is this," Unclipping its computer and removing the wrist mounted keyboard. "I can't seem to get the head up display off. I'll just have to take the helmet with me." 

     Frank grinned and handed me an old helmet bag. "Stuff it all in here" he said as I threw in the suit's logging cameras and a spare microphone. "Don't forget the batteries," He eagerly joined my little lunar scavenger hunt. "This will be useful too," he added handing me an old bench charger, "Just don't say where you got it." 

     "I suggest you go back along the service level. People will think Christmas has come early if they run into you with that sack." Back in the main service area Frank stacked an empty container in front of the camera and then carefully pushed the remains of the suit into a locker marked autovacs. "There! You won't even have to pay for storage." 

     Following Frank's directions I sneaked down a trap in the floor and made my way back along the bottom half of the larger tunnels that made up the base. In the dim light I could see the sides that curved upwards and outwards from the narrow walkway were lined with cables, control boxes and pipes. Eventually I emerged back on the life boat deck. In my room I eagerly spread my loot across the bed. The computer was old and slow, but since it was not going to be monitoring the suit as well it was going to be adequate. The program keyboard was one of those one hand, hit several keys at once jobs. I had used one of them before, underwater, and my fingers were a little rusty. But, if a chordal keyboard was good enough for Arthur C. Clarke, it was going have to be good enough for me. The only display I had for the moment was fitted into the helmet, which was going to make life very awkward, but that could not be helped.

      With some trepidation I hooked up the power supply to a wall socket, took my safety pouch from round my neck and slipped in my backup program slice. Following the usual couple of screenfulls of computer gibberish and downright malevolent copyright notices, to my delight, my programs loaded. Well at least their stripped down basic versions did. I was back in business! The microphones worked, and the camera was recording a couple of half decent pictures of my little room every

second. 

     The slices that had recorded my emergency moonwalk had been left in the computer. As I replayed them I retraced my steps. There was a lovely shot of Paul's box with its cracked teak lid cast against the lifeless grey rocks of the Moon. My voice rendered a very cracked and crumpled Schiller's "Ode to Joy" and a few pictures later the rescue vehicles jumped in and out of the frame with my very unprofessional two meter high leaps. Still, with a little massaging here and there I had sufficient to keep Suzi off my back until I could lay my hands on a multimedia set up. I carefully copied them and placed the originals in my security pouch. With a little care I found I could even hide the camera and its recorder under my poorly fitting coveralls. 

     As I sat down in the crowded mess room for my evening meal the tables emptied around me. I now know what a penicillium mould on a bug infested petri dish feels like. My entree of tasteless gelatinous sausages was properly balanced by a pile of round green, fibrous, peppery pancakes. This was followed by desert, a cloudy reddish yellow quivering cube called a strawberry cheesecake. I would have preferred licking a long discarded cake wrapper.

 
Leaving the mess room I followed a group of workers along a pink corridor to the recreation room on the same level. It turned out to be yet another large pipe, this time painted to look like the surface of Mars. A faded yellow ball representing the Sun was less than a quarter along its track crossing the artificial sky painted on the ceiling.

     A number of comfortable padded metal armchairs and tables  were scattered about the room. A couple of the tables were topped by piles of rather battered newsslice readers. The curving walls that peeped out from behind the assorted games systems were stuck with out of date posters for Caribbean beach resorts. A door led to a compact but well equipped gym plastered with notices reminding the inhabitants of the Moon that regular intense exercise was life saving. In the lounge a small autobar behind the billiards table reminded its patrons that the non‑intoxicating drinks it offered and the room's facilities were supported by the company comfort fund. 

     Everybody I met was just too polite, and swiftly introduced me to someone else. The reply to my question, "When do the shifts change round here?." was a startled look and a mumbled "I'm sorry I can't help you, call the office." We were standing under a large clock showing ten hours, thirty two minutes and counting down at the time. 

     Before I settled down in my room to a well earned rest I reviewed my efforts. The evening's, sorry, up backshift's, little collection of under cover shots scrolled past on the inside of the helmet. One picture is worth a thousand words they say, and with a little editing all of mine would say; "I have been ordered not to talk to you, for I have something to hide," a thousand times over. 

      Next upfrontshift, Frank glared at me in alarm as I left the mess room after breakfast. Before I could collect my thoughts he had disappeared down the service area tunnel. In my quarters the communications terminal was flashing. "Report to main office at once." in expanded bold red letters. I considered wearing my loot, but thought better of it. Instead I checked their hiding places behind the fold away chairs and wedged under the bed by the toilet. 

     The outer office was unattended, but Primer's voice filtered through the inner door. A glass jug and goblets for guests sat before me. The temptation was too much, after all I was a guest. A glass held against the wall is low tech, but it works. Primer came through loud and clear. "... five percent leakage. Now I have an extra cargo to take care of. " a second quieter voice mumbled something. "It's transferred, with usual additions. I need someone with technical expertise. The Doc. Says you're fit to scribble. Hell you won't have to eva. There's the preliminary report, you'll see it stinks." There were a couple more mumbles. "It was your neck." another even quieter mumble, "Yes!" Primer screamed, "Keep that god damned menagerie out of my way. Just what I need at a time like this is a dear old lady who won't take no for an answer, a freaky student, and a tarty little peep. Before I throw that one out on the surface I'll screw her cute little bum off." The outer door to the tunnel clicked and opened. The executive assistant caught me holding my empty goblet in mid office. With a quick glance at my warm ear, he politely filled my goblet and with a smirk on his face ushered me into Primer's presence.

     Primer was lounging threateningly in the director's chair. Randi was perched up on metal chair facing the far short end of the desk. His expression looked as if someone had just shaken his strapped up right arm. "Good of you to come, Louise," Primer indicated an exposed chair in front of me. "mister Singh, you know, of course." nodding to his right.

     Coming straight to the point. Primer sat up to his desk and scowled at me. "Where were you, um, " he looked at his prompter, "6 hours ago." 

     "Easy, I was asleep in my very comfortable quarters." I smiled nonchalantly. "There must be computer logs for this place."

     "Exactly, " Primer closed, " You are recorded as heading for the surface service area at 15:34 hours last shift. What were you doing there?" 

     "I suggest you review the slice." Did he think I was going to hang myself. 

     "Unfortunately the service area record is" he paused, and showed his teeth, "obscured." 

     "What has this got to do with last night, sorry back shift." I glanced at Randi who was the picture of discomfort. 

     Primer swayed back and rotated his thumbs. "Mizz Chan this is not the Earth. Damaging, or worse, stealing life support systems is a serious crime." Obviously someone had snitched, Randi perhaps. No! anyway how? I held a bland expression and waited for the jackboot to drop. "Justice up here is a little rough and ready. At times I have the distasteful duty of acting as frontier sheriff and judge." It obviously made his day. 

     "Someone," He paused and stared straight at me. Randi shifted uneasily in his chair. "Broke into the service area and  ransacked the Day store. The perpetrator got away, but we have reason to believe you were involved." I spread the palms of my hands up in innocent inquiry, shrugged, and said nothing. "Very well," Primer sneered confidently, "I know very well what you are up to. You peeps will do anything to get a story. Well you aren't getting one on my watch." 

     "This is what was found several hours ago." Primer turned to the wall display. The Day store appeared and sunk back in depth. It was a mess. Neatly stacked equipment had been scattered across the floor. Half closed containers lay everywhere. Every locker had been opened.

     "Are you suggesting I could do that." I pointed to a locker door sagging on one hinge, "or do you normally allow this base's facilities to be in such an appalling condition?" I asked in a regal tone. Randi suppressed a quick laugh with a loud cough. 

     Primer regrouped. "We've checked, the items that are missing are a valuable space suit in the company's custody and a couple of chargers." 

     I jumped in with, "What would I want with two chargers?"  

      Primer retreated. "They get borrowed all the time." He fussed. "Stealing a space suit is another matter entirely." He leaned across the desk. "You wanted the pictures of the wreck on the surface, didn't you." he said sternly. 

     "I have not stolen any company's space suit."  I sat back hoping I was showing a confidence I did not feel. 

     "Who else would want an out of date suit? We supply the latest models to everyone here." Primer dropped the flats of his hands on the edge of the desk. " As you so ably pointed out, you could not have made such a mess. I also doubt that you would know how to deprogramme the security systems before you did it."

      He stood up and offered me a cup of coffee. "In a closed environment like this one bad apple has to be identified and thrown out before the whole place rots. You got someone rather stupid, and clumsy to steal the suit for you. Unfortunately your accomplice was in a hurry, and was a little crude." He sat down. "The supervisor of 'Highland Services' has told me about your request last front shift. You now understand the price of doing business around here. I won't ask how you paid for this particular service." He nodded at the display, "But I can guess." He relaxed, and poured cream from a small jug into his cup, without offering it to me. "You wanted the data slice that was in the suit. We will find it eventually, you know, there really is no where to hide up here." 

     There was a short pause. Primer shifted tactics. "Perhaps I was a little impolite last shift." Sweet reasonableness dripped from his lips. "Forgive me, the present situation is a little out of the ordinary." He offered me a small bowl of brown sugar. "I am prepared to be lenient if you will tell us who helped you steal the company's property and where it is now." I passed the sugar round to a visibly relieved Randi.

     "I have told you before, I haven't touched any company suit." I could have stretched a red cape before a bull. Primer leaned sharply across the desk and looked at me nose to nose. 

     "You took that suit that you wore on the surface. Didn't you." The manager snorted. 

     "Of course." I cocked my head with style as I leant back and sipped my black coffee without breaking eye contact with  Primer. 

     "Then you admit it ." Primer reared up in triumph.

     "Of course I took that suit. It's mine. I found it in the wreck. I own it." A sudden panic flared in Primer's eyes as he mentally back peddled while charging at full speed. I put my cup down gently on the desk and leaned over with my elbows on the edge. "Salvager's rules." I said quietly.

     I think you could hear the clank as Primer hit the virtual anvil all over the base. Randi who had been trying to hide in a cup of coffee, coughed, spluttered and disappeared behind a brown fountain. It's amazing how far liquid will spill in lunar gravity. Primer cringed in confusion. His voice hesitatingly broke the silence. "An interesting interpretation." 

     "But a valid one." I needed Randi as an ally. There was no

point in gloating. "I found it in the service area yesterday. I needed its computer and I did not feel like dragging all of it down to the life boats. I put the remains in safe place out of everyone's way, so it would not get mixed up with the base's suits. I would have got round sometime to asking you for somewhere to store it."

      I helped myself to Primer's cream jug. "As for that mess. I am sorry I know nothing about it. Why would I want to trash the Day store? For my slice that I already had? I suggest you look for an employee with a grudge." On second thoughts, I deserved to have just a little gloat. "By the way, I wouldn't want to take the suit with me after I leave here, and I would be delighted to consider leaving it for the company. If, of course, you confirm it as a tax deductible business expense." I said as I put my empty cup down.

     You could have cut the silence with a butter knife. "If that is all." I rose to leave.

     "I think she deserves something of an explanation." Randi broke in from the end of the desk and motioned me to sit down. Primer swayed uneasily in his chair. "If you don't, then I will." 

     "Allow me." Primer had regained some of his composure, and eased his chair backwards. Touching their tips, his fingers formed a nave over his lap. "I want your assurance that you will not discuss this with anyone outside this room." I glanced at Randi who nodded and agreed. "You see Louise," he began, "it seems your lifter did not simply crash." it was his chance to turn the tables. "The flight computers were definitely tampered with." An after shock of fear and anger hit me as a hot blast. I was stunned. 

     "Here have this." Randi topped up the cup at my elbow. "I felt the same way."

     "The findings are quite clear." Primer's voice glided on majestically. "The correction burn data was infected with a retrovirus. There is no other explanation for the flight records." He picked up a data slice from the desk's file and wagged it in front of me. "The program was attacked and the orbital insertion replaced by a direct impact. The in flight systems were sabotaged. " 

     "You mean ... mass murder?" I groped with the enormity of what Primer was saying. 

     Primer paused briefly to consider his words and glowered as Randi butted in. "We can't say that. It may have been an attempt at electronic hijacking that went too far. Whoever did

it certainly wanted to stop the pilot taking control, at least for a while. A charitable explanation is that it was a threat, part of a protection racket perhaps, that went terribly wrong." Randi's voice raced as if he were trying to dodge the truth. "Perhaps the systems were supposed to recover a little later on, but the virus went too far, and anyway we clobbered the pilot. Perhaps we might have ended up in different orbit or perhaps had a rough landing in the middle of nowhere."  

     I could not stop myself asking the dumbest question: "Who the hell would want to drop an old lifter into the sea of Tranquility, let alone risk killing five people?" 

     Primer pinched his chin in thought for a second and then handed me one of his director's toys from the credenza at the back of the office. I peered at the empty crystal ball for a few seconds. "On Earth it would be worth considerably more than ten kiloeuros, you know." I nearly dropped it. "Not the ball, the gas inside it." The manager had fully recovered his poise and enjoyed having a naive audience. "It's pure helium three."

     "Everything on the Moon is expensive. But that," he pointed at the twenty centimetre ball in my hands, "makes it all worth while. In business the measure of success is money, and remember the eleventh commandment." He retrieved his bauble from my trembling hands. "Simple freighter crashes happen from time to time. Cost must be kept low, and pilots are paid to risk getting killed." Primer was pure cold, toxic plastic. "Diverting a lifter to a less than optimum orbit would be expensive, killing or perhaps just dumping four passengers close to Alpha could be ruinous. Think of all the media coverage, and how convenient to have a freelance peep, er, journalist on board. In a couple weeks some major contracts will be up for renegotiation."

     "I swear I know nothing about sabotage. Do you think I wanted to commit suicide." I responded angrily.

     "You travelled freight, and I am not suggesting you expected to crash. Your bank account isn't exactly inspiring at the moment." Primer remarked evenly.

     "Keep your dirty nose, and even dirtier other parts out of my affairs, or have do you a warrant?

     "As I said I can act as the law officer around here." Primer thrust his hand over the icons of the prompter in his desk top. "In a situation like this I have police access to the databases of employees and visitors to the base!

     "You..." I held my words. " What sort of company would try to jinx its competitors lifters?" The underside of the new frontier was not pretty.

     "Any of them given the chance and at the right price." Randi broke in. His expression was almost as cold as Primer's. "You can buy anything for enough money. Gold is a noble metal. How many men have died because of it? Helium three is a noble gas. It too is cursed. You can't see helium three, You can't taste it, or smell it. It is completely inert. It is not poisonous, it is not radio active, and yet it is worth a king's, no a planet's ransom." He sighed. "Space isn't a fresh start for civilization. Civilization doesn't want a fresh start, it just wants to get bigger, richer and uglier; fast!" 

     Primer had turned to his coffee machine while Randi was speaking and now returned to the desk. "The profits that can be made from mining helium three not only attract the legitimate investor and business man, but also those who operate at and beyond the fringes of the law." He lowered his voice, "There are many ways of parting a man from his money. Our workers have plenty of money. Our security force is limited so the company has to wink at the extra, let us say, unofficial cargo or two in our regular supply convoys."

      He passed round two cups of fresh coffee. Almost in a whisper he continued, "I remind both of you, for your own safety, not to breathe a word of this outside this room. The company takes every precaution to prevent the diversion of its product, but we know that a percentage gets smuggled to the black market. So far our investigators have had little success in breaking the gas cartels. I won't spoil your coffee with the very bloody details. For them crashing a lifter on contract would be almost routine." 

      There was very little to say after that. Before we left his office Primer explained that despite Randi's injuries he had given him the job of conducting a preliminary technical investigation into our ill stared flight. "You may be an innocent suck‑in, but I still consider you may linked to this unfortunate incident." He said turning to me as I left the room. Reluctantly I agreed not publish any thing without his agreement. In return Randi insisted that Primer allowed me to move freely around the base. "I won't be mobile for several shifts yet. Let her poke her nose where she wants. I'll watch her. She might just uncover something." 

                             Chapter 11

     Randi was hobbling on a crutch as we staggered pensively back towards the sick bay he broke the silence. "Don't give that suit to the company. If you can, cart it to Delta with you. The shell would go for a good price. Even if they don't use them, some pilots, like Boris, think that having your own fitted suit is a bit of a status symbol. There are a couple of very good suit smiths in Delta who'd refit it and recertify it." 

     Randi lent on my shoulder as we turned the final corner. "Louise, My job is to buy Primer some time. Otherwise the bluestripes, the police, would be fleaing in. As it is they will arrive with the next convoy in four fullshifts' time. I'll

be in here," he nodded towards the sickbay, "some of the time for the next couple of shifts at least. I'll get back to you. Don't wander off." With that he gave me a one armed hug and disappeared behind the dispensary's big red crosses.

     Mary had been moved. She now lay in the room that had been occupied by Paul and Randi. Paul was sitting by her bed guiding her reluctant hand over a small drafting pad computer someone had thoughtfully given her. He was now out of his casts but was trussed up like a Christmas Turkey. "I don't care if it's clean, and efficient. It doesn't talk to me, there's no soul. I need some paper." she moaned in frustration. Obviously she was well on the mend.

     "They don't have paper to waste here. No carbon." Paul said with resignation." and they are looking everywhere for a tactile pen for you. Hello Louise."  He rose and hobbled aside. "No, No, you sit down. The Doctor says the bones have knit, so I am off that filthy stuff, but I have to put weight on them so they don't set like concrete." He tested his weight tentatively as he stood up. "Me and Randi are sharing a room in the living quarters just down the tunnel. The pilot was making all sorts of wild noises last night so they moved Mary in here." 

     The inscrutable eyes of ace detective Chan narrowed. Always on the look out for a clue, she turned to Paul, "Did he say anything interesting? "

     "Oh no!, Other than, 'Help' and 'must out here' It was all in Russian, I suppose." Paul leaned against the wall. "Am I glad this is the Moon, my leg feels like a horse kicked it."  Oh well, back to reading Sherlock Holmes.

     We spend a pleasant couple of hours visiting Mary. With much persuading from both of us, her hand slowly but surely began to glide over the computer palette. "It's still not right." Mary said at length. "and I can't give this sketch to Louise, so what's the point." As far as Mary was concerned Guttenburg had made a big mistake, and the world had been going to the dogs ever since. "Put it on the slice and I'll print it out back home." Mary just sniffed, and twinged with pain. 

     "My family was shocked and relieved at the same time to hear what happened, and my professor sent me his greetings." Once again I was acting as a human crutch as we heading for the living quarters. This time for Paul. "He seemed a bit confused to hear from me, but he does tend to mix his students up a bit. I might get stuck here if he can't arrange direct transport to Beta. Seems they had to remind the station manager of a few favours to get my specimens back from the wreck." He looked worried. "I can't afford Alpha's prices!" I knew exactly how he felt.

     A little later I decided to see the site of the previous shift's crime for myself. "No I want to ask you a question first." Frank was clearing up the Day store. "You crash here. Then I am told not to talk to you. You take a space suit. Then this store is trashed, and I think I am in big trouble. Now I am told to co‑operate with you. What in Jesus' name is going on?" Frank had dropped the container he was carrying, and faced me with his hands on his hips.

"Something seems to be missing." I extemporized and put my finger to my lips. Frank shivered and his eyes stood out like organ stops. "Is there anything missing besides the suit and chargers. More important is there anything here that shouldn't be." I looked around the store.

      "Nothing big." he replied, "I found a long lost charger under that pile over there." His voice quavered slightly, "An old slice box has been opened. I think there were some slices in it, but it's empty now. But they were years old. There'd be nothing on 'em. They'd be low density." 

     Back in the service area we checked the camera. "The computer shut it off." Frank explained. "It wasn't done from here. I was told to fix it when I came on shift, that's when I found the mess back there." Frank rummaged around in a locker marked with three large yellow circular segments. "The management wouldn't care, but if you're looking for a missing bit of cargo. It would be wise to have one of these with you." He lifted a lead plate and placed a small box with a circular disk on one side over a euro sized metal disc labelled 'proof source'. A red light started flashing and an urgent whistle filled the room. "Just to be on the safe side." he handed it to me. "Thanks for the warning. I won't pass it on."  I checked that the shell of my suit was still where we had left it and headed back to the mess room.

     After a thankfully tasteless plastic lunch I joined the Paul and Randi in their quarters. Their room was, surprise, surprise, half of yet another yellow painted sewer pipe. Paul was lying on his bed as Randi and I held an informal council of war. I had brought my working slices in for Randi to review. Instead he picked up one of Primer's slices and leaned back in his chair as he held to the light. "You didn't really watch this dreg?" The holographic title rose from his fingers. "The Bountiful Nucleus." he clearly smelled something nasty.  

     "Don't they know what a corner is," I complained as twisted in my chair and looked around the room. 

     "A leak." replied Randi.

     "An expensive leak" said Paul from behind me.

     "That slimy operator certainly deserved what you gave him upshift." Randi dropped the slices on the table between the

beds. 

     "And a lot more." I added.

     "There is going to be a full investigation of our flight. The company can't avoid it. Once the bluestrips get here they will turn the wreck inside out." Randi said wearily. "These mining bases are little empires. On principle, they don't like outsiders snooping around, especially the police. Primer told the powers that be that he had already started an independent internal technical investigation. That's me. I have to come up with a preliminary description of our little malfunction before they get here." 

     "A cover up in other words." Paul's cynical voice came from the corner. 

     "No. Just a quick description of what happened and why." Randi turned to his room mate. "The dirty work I leave to the 'stripes."

     Paul was glancing at the titles of my slices. "As I said a cover up. The manager is probably wiping files and laying off shares at this moment, and you're giving him the time to do it." He held up one of the promotional slices. "I've seen that one. Lot of lies. Benefit of humanity, crap. Exploitation and profits more like it. 'Run a reactor for thirty years with no high level waste.' Clean power, shit, there's no such thing. Fusion power was the worse possible thing to happen to the human race. We have to live within our limits." The room echoed his voice. As his passion boiled up it came out of all the wrong holes. "Nature should be respected, not raped, even here away from the Earth. All business does is give us is fast‑buck dumps like this place." 

     "We are on the Moon, for heaven's sake." I returned. "We couldn't live out there for a second. Nature doesn't want us here, we have to fight just to survive." My anger surprised me. "Do you honestly think that you can green the Moon." I had seen believers like him running idealistic village collectives on imported money through a pall of coal smoke amongst the vicious slums of Greater Harare.

     "In a small way, that is just what I hope I came here to show." He rolled towards us on his bed. "But we must expose this, this, " He groped for words, "lie, this extortion, this obscenity."

     "Now wait a minute. This operation sure ain't perfect but that is too much." I had been pushed into defending Primer, and my temper flapped and frayed in the hot winds of argument. 

     "All right children. " Randi's voice rode the storm. "That

is all very nice, but quite beside the point. Except for a lot of luck we should all be dead. Something went very wrong with the lifter's controls. It may have been a generic failure in the systems." He tested the sullen calm that had fallen on his audience, and continued, "There are at least a dozen old lifters of the same age out there. We don't want them to crash the same way, do we?" 

     "What about sabotage." Paul said quietly. Randi and I both started at the suggestion.

     I recovered quickly, "Why would anyone want to do that?" I asked. Paul held his silence.

     "Then I have to work out how it was done." Randi replied calmly. "A security breach is a technical failure, just as much broken pipe. They are both potentially lethal. I deal with the how." Randi sounded resigned, "I leave the who and why to others." 

     "I assume that you," he turned to Paul, "believe, as we all here do that it is mankind's," he glanced at me, " er, humankind's destiny to go into space. What you can't accept is the distasteful fact," Randi turned back to his room mate. His voice was under tight control. I was glad I was in the life boats, these quarters were going to be noisy. "that the only way we'll do it is on a hog's back wide. And if the pearly gates won't open that wide, then they just will damn well have to come off their hinges." His voice rose in pitch. "Cos like it or not we are a'coming through! Its engineers like me's job to keep the damage down."

     You could almost hear Paul's fuse ticking as his pale complexion became a storm setting red. "Later" I said, I wanted time to pile some sandbags. "Randi what do you want me to do?"

     "Oh." He collected himself. "Obey my orders, fetch and carry, and make the coffee." he said lightly. Never was he closer to sudden excruciating death. "Seriously. Louise," he continued, "I have to collect and present as much information as I can about our flight. I assume you have used a multimedia suite in your line of work." I nodded, "Good, The recovery teams took some raw coverage of the crash site. It needs it to be massaged for presentation. You know, catalogue it, flyovers and three dee stuff. Keep your eyes open for something out of place." 

     "Don't they have their own techs? I asked. "The industry rate on Earth, heavyside, is at least 250 per hour, you know." I needed some cash. Primer was right about one thing, basic rations were going to get me down. 

"They are busy dealing with the remains of the wreck. Anyway, Primer wangled a completely non‑company investigation to keep the 'stripes away." he paused and asked, "No altruistic interest in the truth?" A smile flickered across Randi's lips. "I suppose we have to leave idealism to Paul." He thought for a second, "You don't have a work chit, so you can't get paid. Take it as generous expenses, that way you will get more goodies in kind lightside and avoid heavyside taxes. I'll arrange for someone to open the control centre's media suite for you."  

     "Do you want me bring the slice with the suit camera shots of the wreck site? " I asked.

     "Don't bother, the shots from the scrape team will be high resolution and have all the bells and whistles." Randi stretched. "Oh, and please, please setup and show Mary how to use that tactile pen. She is driving the nurse crazy." 

     The next shift, I finally finished my work for Randi in the media suite and returned to sick bay to find Mary recovering nicely. "It helps my eyestrain, I use one all the time." I said as I finally persuaded a very suspicious Mary to grasp the barrel of the tactile pen and pull it slowly across her computer palette. She looked a me as if I were stark staring mad. "Seriously. Now what sort of paper do you like? OK, set the icon to vellum." Her expression became that a bewildered child. "There's an actuator in the pen, as long as you press it on the palette it will feel like paper."

     "I can feel the ink!" Christmas had come early, Mary had found a wondrous toy.

      "Of course, this program is fully simulative of all surface environments." I pinched that line from a computer shop droid. 

     "That isn't you talking. " Mary complained. 

     "Right, I haven't a clue how it works. " I admitted, "but it sure helps my eyes. A full suit of virtual gloves and glasses is a bit much for routine work, but if I can't feel what I am doing I tend to stare at the screen too much. They just had me doing ten hours in the media suite for Randi's investigation, and don't I know it."  

     At Mary's insistence I was glad to play a bootlegged copy of my work on her bed side display. It was the first time I had seen a full run of my copy. Together we watched a simulation of our doomed lifter crash and tear itself apart. Then we zoomed over the wreck, turned and landed and found the pilot's cabin enshrouded by the remains of the oxygen tank. "That's where I found you." Our virtual tour had stopped next to a lonely life survival tank. "This what you were missing outside ." The display panned over the dismal scene. 

     "Are you all right." Mary asked. "For a second you were miles away." 

     "I don't know, something's not quite right." I mumbled. "Oh well, it will do for now. I had better be getting along, it's been a long shift." As I left Mary belligerently punched the 'oil' and 'canvas' icons and as she drew the pen across the palette a smile crept across her face. I only wish I could have made the computer stink of turpentine.

     Back in my room, I tried to sleep, but something at the back of my mind kept nagging at me. Eventually I shoved a copy of the suit slice into the room's communications link. For a second or so the great machine rolled its digital tongue and then, as before, spat the slice out. I did not dare insert my bootlegged copy that I had diverted from the media suite for Suzi, just in case there was a slice tracer on the network. Instead I played one slice, then the other on the helmet's head up display. There was a colour shift between the two sets of data. I needed a full sized split display. The suit computer was slow but would certainly do the split for me, The helmet display, however, was useless.

      For a moment I thought of sneaking down to sick bay and borrowing Mary's display. "Wait a minute," I said to myself. When I need an intelligent opinion I always ask myself first. "Mary's display had an external socket. I wonder..." I prodded round the edge of the room's blank display, and sure enough half way up one side a little flap popped out to reveal a standard female multimedia socket and small switch marked 'int', 'ext'. Naturally the standard outlet on the suit's computer was also female. So much for straight sex on the Moon! Now all I needed the suit's heavy jumper cable, and it was still strapped to the leg of my space suit up in the service area. I decided to leave the matter until upshift and went back to bed.

      It was no good, the nagging voice in my skull would not let me sleep, and an hour or so later I made my groggy way up the empty backshift tunnels to the service area. As I crossed the echoing chamber to the locker where I had left the suit a sharp noise cut my ears and stung my spine. I froze. The room was warm and empty, but I was not alone! Someone was coming out of the Day store. I stepped sideways into the shadows and began to turn, hoping that I would see Frank or one of the other service techs. Instead a heavy hand hit my shoulder and spun me on the spot. "What have we here? The little peep herself." Exploded in my ears. The speaker was a solid, muscular man a little over medium height. The collar of his black ninja coveralls rose above his neck and hid the lower half of his face. The bare forehead was advancing into greying ranks of thinning hair. Age and lunar gravity did not seem to have robbed him of his bulk or his strength. I shivered as my adrenaline started to boil. I edged back and banged into the wall. "My lucky shift, you're just the person I want to have a little talk with. " The baritone voice was blurred but malevolent. "Where is it. It should be back there." A pair of black hands clamped over my shoulders, and pulled me forward roughly. 

     "I don't know what the Hell you're talking about." I replied. When cornered I act defiant.

     "No games, I don't have time." The hands became two steel vices that shook me violently in their grip. "Where's the suit?" A hand clouted my face, hard and then back again. "Now that's just the start."

     "Mind your own business." came out through my twisted lips. Terror makes me stupid.

      A long forgotten voice crept came into my head, "The male gonads are a secondary target," I hit him as hard as could in the solar plexus with my right fist, and slapped between his legs with my left. I ended up with sore knuckles and my hand clamped halfway up his thighs.

     "I like lively ones." The voice dropped to my level. "But right now, girly, I am not exactly in the mood. You won't try that again." The black hands closed around my throat. "Now for the last time, I will count to ten. Where is it?" 

     That voice came again. "The knee is the most highly stressed joint..." 

     "Six, Seven, " Thumbs pressed back against my windpipe, I instinctively jerked backwards, and then consciously to my left. My assailant lent in my direction and pressed harder. "Come on, Nine!" A few lonely molecules of air crept painfully into my lungs. I put a foot against the side of his right knee and kicked back. My head jerked forward, then: Crack! Thud! Oh my buns! Lunar gravity may be weak but landing on the hard floor was still painful. My assailant was lying a couple of meters away with his right leg bent at an excruciating angle. He tried to stand up, groaned and collapsed almost immediately. From the floor he proceeded to list my very strange sexual practices, and then attributed them to my bovine ancestry. At length he raised his head and reached down under the waist band of his coveralls towards his damaged leg before howling and once again falling back.

      At last it was my chance to run. "Once you have the advantage, render your attacker completely helpless." Once again the voice from the past sounded in my head.

      'You sure sensei? ' I quavered silently,

      'Sure!' came the voice." I swallowed hard and stood up.

     Two orbs of fire blazed at me from over the black mask as I stood up. "Now what? You little....No!" Hard as I could. I kicked right between his legs. Oh! Again my buns! Balance in this gravity takes a bit of getting used to. I had bounced back beyond his feet. Heavy was a bit of a disappointment. He just rolled his eyes, whimpered briefly, and passed out. Men are

such delicate creatures. No wonder God made women to protect them.

     "Thanks sensei", 

     "Don't mention it."

      He seemed to be out cold. I reached over and at arm's length shook his damaged right leg just to make sure; not a twitch. Very gingerly I did a quick finger tip body search. By his right leg I hit something very hard. Christ! he had a gun. I would have never made it to the door. A strange sense of calm fell over me as I pulled his weapon from under his coverall. But as I turned the bulbous pistol with its long, fine barrel in my hand something inside me burst. Suddenly I began to shake uncontrollably. The next thing I remember I was back in my room. The door was locked. The gun was on the table, and I was vomiting violently into the toilet. 

     Early next front shift I called into the intercom by the door to Randi and Paul's room. "Great job, Louise, come in, don't mind the mess!" Randi's voice rang out. Inside Randi was dressed, but unshaven, and was crouched over the communications terminal. My multimedia draft of the crash site flitted across the display. Data slices were strewn across the table at his elbow. Paul was draped in an oversized, buff coloured, dressing gown and was washing in the sink on the far wall. He clumsily kicked some spare underwear under the bed as I came in. Randi looked as if, like me, he had not slept well.

      "What the Hell happened to you?" Randi abandoned the display and stood up. "you look as if you just lost a bar fight."  Beneath the surprise and concern in his voice I detected a touch of amusement at the spectacle before him.

     "Thanks, that's just how I feel." My cheeks were a stiff throbbing mask, and my neck was raw meat. At least I had controlled my shaking. "I must talk to you in private at once."  I husked. 

     The two of us squeezed into the tiny closet down the tunnel that Randi had been allocated for his temporary office. All his amusement vanished as I began to recount my little adventure. "Here have this." He stopped me as I converted my touchdown, and handed me a hot pack of what basic rations passed for chocolate. "You're shaking." One rough scene and hard baked journalist Chan turns into a bowl of jelly. Life just isn't fair. 

      He linked in and scanned the daily logs. "Well the service area has not reported anything wrong onshift, and no one has checked into sick bay with a broken leg." He paused,

and grinned to himself, "or even tee'd off." 

     "Are you saying I am lying?" I growled ineffectively, "I must have ran into Primer's goon looking for my suit. It was fun having my teeth knocked out. You think I strangled myself?" 

     "Well, " Randi wriggled uneasily in his chair, "Primer is  typical. He may be as shallow as horse piddle on the road, but his methods won't be so crude. I assure you he has much bigger things to worry about than your suit." Randi drummed his fingers on the table and thought for a moment. "He's got emergency powers at the moment. Nothing will move in and out of here anyway without double security. Primer had no reason to order rough stuff."

      He looked straight into my puffy eyes. "You must have had a scuffle with someone, but you are exaggerating just a bit," he pleaded condescendingly, "aren't you?" 

     I pulled the pistol out of my fanny pack and laid it softly on the table in front of him. "Exaggerate that!" 

     "Holy Shit." Every trace of condescension vanished from his voice. He eased over the gun and examined it without touching it, as if it were a bomb primed to explode. "Do you realize that you could be deported to a year's detention for just having a thing like this!" 

     "I didn't know ray guns had been invented." I wedged my elbows on the desk and propped my sore chin on my fists. "I took it from the thug last night, er backshift." I wrapped my hand round its dull grey body and held it up. "But I have never seen one like this before. The bugger would have killed me with it."

     "No he wouldn't. It's a narcobeebee." Understanding drifted across Randi's face as he relaxed back into his chair. "You can't go around firing guns in a place like this. Not only would they do terrible damage to the pressure walls, the gasses from the powder would wreck the air recycling systems. Anyway nitrogen is much too valuable to waste on explosives." He checked a safety catch and grasped the pistol. The gun's rounded body extended over his grip and back past his thumb. "It's not a ray gun, Louise, it's an air gun. That bulb contains carbon dioxide under very high pressure. It fires little pellets that are tipped with a fast acting narcotic. The police and security guards have them. The raps have black suits. He wasn't going to kill you, he would have only put you to sleep." He sighed, "You just made an understandable mistake." 

     "You trying to tell me I started it?" I blazed. 

     "It gets rough around these places sometimes, and the

security guards aren't all that bright and tend to be a bit quick." Randi smiled. I glared back. "Primer's probably asked security to keep an eye open for your suit." Randi sniggered. "A 'rap flattened by a pussycat." 

     "You want to be next?" I said, rising out of my chair and leaning over the table.

     "OK." Randi waved me down. "You ran into a guard doing his rounds. There was a mutual mistake. He got a bit direct. You wiped him out, and now the bum is in pain and too embarrassed to check into sick bay." Randi sighed and leaned on his elbow. "Primer's going to love this. Don't worry, they wouldn't dare prosecute you for this. They'd be laughed out of court." He thought for a moment, "The 'raps aren't liked on base. You don't need expenses. Once this gets around the crew will be standing you meals for the rest of your stay." He picked up the gun. "Let's get you to sick bay and return this dangerous toy to security." There was a long, loud hiss as he twisted a spigot on the gun. "I've only handled one of these things except on familiarization courses. Better be safe." With that he broke the gun and flipped the magazine out. As it hit the desk a small bright yellow dart with a wicked looking, needle  head sprang out. 

     "Is that all it fires!" I felt rather foolish and reached over to pick it up. 

     "No!!" Randi bellowed and hammered my hand back. He was visibly shaken. "Sorry I did that, Louise. " he said after a long pause. It was his term to tremble. Very carefully he sprang a couple more darts onto the table. There was another long silence broken only by the sound of Randi massaging his unshaven stubble. 

     "Do you mind telling me what we are looking at?" I asked at length. 

     "You were right first time." Randi admitted sombrely, "he would have killed you. Those are cyanide tipped, and the needle can penetrate heavy clothing, even the soft bits of a space suit at close range. No one here should have yellows. I have only ever seen holo's." He weighed the gun in his hand. "The gas reservoir's heavy. Looks normal but I bet it's over proof." 

     "Louise, your attacker was no base guard. Only security at," he shook his head uneasily, "well, where ultimate force might be necessary, would be issued with these."

     I pressed him, but for a while Randi refused to explain his remarks. "Honestly I don't know anything for certain, only rumours, and I really don't want to know." was all he would say. Eventually I prised out of him that the Moon's fission reactors were said to be made to a compact design copied from twentieth century missile submarines that used very highly enriched uranium. "No doubt it is well guarded." he conceded, and on second thoughts he added. "And they could be used to make weapons grade plutonium."

     There was a pregnant pause. "Now what?" The yellow darts fixed my attention like a cobra's tongue. "I assume you aren't going to hand them in like a good citizen."

     Randi's eyes flickered round the tiny office, as looking for a way of escape. Then they returned to the desk top. "Whoever wants your suit, is working outside the regulations. He will be desperate to get this gun back." He was talking to himself. "He is hurt, and will be very dangerous. He must be from hypersecurity or a mob." He looked at me. "This may sound like coming out of a B grade hypergame, but your, our, everyone on this base's lives may be threatened."

     "I have found that there was not one, but two computer viruses in our systems during that flight." Randi's eyes sank back to the lethal darts lying on the table. "Lifters have two sets of slices. The computers have built in programmes. They run everything, and rarely get changed." He looked up at the curving ceiling, "On the other hand the NOTAM slices contain all the latest station orbits, flight information, regulation changes and the odd program patch. They are changed just about every flight."

 He looked at me across the table. "One virus was really professional. I suspect it was part of the lifter's original programmes, or perhaps hidden in one of the interface modules attached to the gyros. It was the sort of thing that comes out of eastern Europe or Asia, and it was probably never intended to be triggered in flight. It simply switched off the sensors and communications. Made the ship blind and deaf. Something, a time or a coded signal, I haven't found out what, might have been able to deactivate it before we had to go into orbit, and we would have never have found it. It must have been in there for years. Most likely it was built in as insurance against generic upgrades and no name spares. Shady commercial practice, and a useful thing for a protection racket to know about. Quite illegal, but.. !" his voice tailed off for a few seconds. "I assume it was passive and was triggered accidentally by the other one."

     "Now the other virus was quite crude." Randi twisted his nose in professional disgust. "Very powerful but, little better than a student prank. It had to have been resident in the latest NOTAM. A current programme would have flushed it out at start up. It would have shown up anyway at the next ground check, so it must have been injected very recently. In other words someone contaminated a slice. Attempted multiple murder, or at least manslaughter! " He cocked his head towards the ceiling and the surface. "It set up our crash course and then went for the gyros. With the communications and the outside sensors running Alpha might have been able to talk the pilot down to an emergency landing somewhere out on Tranquillity. Without them. Phufft." His thumb sliced across his neck. "We were damn lucky that virus locked out before it hit the manual controls." He was transfixed by the gun on the table in front of him. "The evidence for both viruses is out there somewhere. Now someone who shoots yellows wants your suit very badly. It has to be all connected, but how?"

     "Why not just contact the police? Tell them to get here quick. After all you are working for them, sort of." I wanted the cavalry and fast. 

     "Go through Primer." Randi offered, "Do you trust him?

That could have been one of his security guards last night. Come to think of it do you trust me?" 

     "I think we have interests in common. " I said after a moment's pause, "Like survival." Randi nodded. "Just tell them about the viruses. Primer might not suspect anything." 

     "Not enough." Randi said. "If you like, all I have is the blurred image of two bullet holes. The 'stripes are on the way overland. They would need a smoking gun to get them here faster. Like the ship's slices, the suit and that gun." he shivered. "If Primer's involved he would wipe them, and us before the 'stripes arrived."

     "Trust Paul?" I suggested. We both shook our heads. "Anyone else? Granny?" 

     "Yes, but why? " Randi responded, "More important is there anyone on base that we can trust?"

     I thought of Frank for a second, but put him down as for information only. "Perhaps," I tentatively chose Anna as a likely confidant, "let me work on it." 

     "OK," Randi waved the gun under my nose, " But be very certain before you decide to say anything to anyone. And try to let me know first. I will keep this here." He pulled out a screwdriver and prized off a light fitting. "Old engineer's trick" he said as he pushed the gun into the darkness. "It's not just behind the light. It is round the corner in the duct under a junction. Now the darts."

     "So now what." I said gloomily as Randi replaced the light. "Should I go hid in a crater until the bluestripes arrive." 

     "For the next few shifts we'll have to keep one step ahead of the enemy. Whoever he, or they, are." Randi voice quavered, then became resolute. "You're his main target. Let's go have breakfast." 

     Food was the last thing on my mind. "I mean it." he said, "I only got a couple of hours' sleep last shift. I'm hungry. You need it, and it will be safer for you to be in a crowd." He scanned my battered face. "After a short detour by the first aid kit." 

                             Chapter 12

     The doctor looked at me sideways when I explained that I had tripped up in the lunar gravity. She warned me knowingly that the natural forces up here were not to be tampered with lightly, and then turned to my companion's dressings. With half a tube of bioactive salve covering the worst of my wounds, we headed across the base. Randi's arm was free of its strapping but he was still hobbling. "I would not even be walking yet, if this was the Earth. " he remarked as we turned into the mess room. 

     This upshift I was greeted by a quiet, localized rustle, but the general clatter and conversation continued unabated. Anna waved us into a pair of empty chairs at the table she was sharing with tall, wiry black woman in her mid thirties dressed in a lab. coat. Both of them peered quizzically at my battered complexion, but politely said nothing. "I hoped you'd turn up." Anna began. She turned to her companion, "Freedom, I would like you to meet Louise Chan, and er, pardon, " she looked at a still somewhat dishevelled and unshaven Randi, "we haven't met yet. I assume you are Ranjit Singh. " She seemed a little defensive, but offered a hand over the table, "Glad to meet you. Anna Swensson. Rover Jockey."

     Randi offered a slightly bleary "Hi." and looked her over admiringly. "Pardon me but I will be delighted to meet you after breakfast," he said as played an organ symphony on the menu card. Turning to me "I will get you the same. I'll put it on the investigation contract expenses." 

     After tut‑tuting sceptically over my supposed fall, Anna turned the conversation over to Freedom. "Frank has told me about you. I bullied Anna into getting us together." Her accent was soft and came from the mid west. "That landing was little short of a miracle." I must have seemed a little preoccupied, before I could reply she bounced on. "Frank Bayman, my other, usually works out at the miner."

     A large, wondrously smelling, plateful appeared under my nose at the end of Randi's arm. To my surprise I was very hungry. "Let me guess." I cut in. Freedom's bright red head scarf bobbed a little as she paused. "You're in the greenhouse." I muffled over a large mouthful of ham, pancakes and hash browns. 

     The four eyebrows opposite went up in surprise. I was right. "It's easy, your hands." I said, "I'm trained to observe and report. I'd know a gardener anywhere." Freedom swallowed an embarrassed laugh as she pressed her stubby, rough skinned, but precise fingers over her lips. 

     "My dear, it's all teleoperated these days." She cut in. Then she sighed, "But not when I am around, and I'm the cohort head." 

     I twirled a hash brown on my fork. My peep's instincts clicked in. "These taste like a high Andean cross engineered." I had picked that line that from an airline seat pocket slice on the way to Central America a couple of years back. I wouldn't know one end of biomodified spud from the other. It

seemed reasonable to use high altitude varieties on the Moon. 

     Freedom promptly went into over drive and enthused over the advantages of growing potatoes under low pressure. She happily assumed I was a kindred spirit. Then she described the latest ways of gene selection, and ended up complaining bitterly about the management not taking the recent sudden rot infection seriously. In the meantime Anna leaned on her elbow as she stirred her cup very slowly and let her eyes wander aimlessly around the room. "You must come round and see the organics modules." Freedom said as I finished my breakfast. "Can you do it this shift before this place is up to its armpits in bluestripes and we have to stick strictly to regs?"

     Randi dropped his attempt at over the empty plate small talk with Anna. "I need to put my report together and submit it to Primer. Go with Freedom." Then with a slight but pointed drop in tone. "She will keep you out of trouble." 

     "Talk of bluestripes." Anna stood up. "I had better get going. Must check everything in the barn is to regulations."

     "They will be here to dick the wreck," I said, "Randi and me will be given the treatment, not you guys. You just picked up the mess." 

     Anna screwed up her bright red lips. "Maybe. But when I have a bad shift, I go work out hard in the gym. When those bastards have a bad shift, they hand out tickets, just for the fun of it. While they're here everyone will be looking over their shoulder."

     "Since when has a 'stripe had a good shift?" asked Freedom slowly. Then brightly, "Come on Louise, the farm's this way."

     "Just a second," I slipped across my chair to Randi, and in a low voice asked. "Who are those men by the monitor?" Randi looked a little puzzled. "The ones with brown shoulder flashes?"

     "Those." Randi replied and then following my lead lowered his voice to a conspiratorial level. "They're lockheads, er, outside maintenance. Vacuum breathers. Hardest cases on the Moon." Then in a puzzled tone. "Why do you ask?"

     "'Cos the thug that tried to strangle me last night works with them." I replied matter of factly.

     Randi coughed sharply on that bit of news. "Or at least they know all about it." I continued.

     Randi expression was one of pure scepticism, but he

lowered his voice to a whisper. "What makes you so certain." then with a slight snort, "Feminine intuition I suppose."

     I stood up and lent over to put my lips to his ear, and very quietly whispered. "Dead right. They all crossed their legs in unison when I walked in!"

     The tunnel to Freedom's little empire stretched up toward the surface. Its green surface was adorned with happy faces and pictorial rural graffiti. "Have to get this lot covered up fast. " Freedom shook her head in resignation. As we walked the small talk somehow always returned to the wreck and its contents. Eventually I insisted that I had said nothing about something missing from the cargo. My guide snapped to no one in particular, "Frank! He always jumps to conclusions." and looked decidedly relieved.

      She handed me a holo of their two children. "They are teenagers now. I miss 'em so much." It seemed Frank had been teaching thermal and safety engineering in a vocational college and she had been doing drudge work as a sessional professor in a nearby university. She looked at the image of her son and daughter fondly. "We decided one of us had to make some serious money for their education. So the two of us applied to work in space, and both of us got accepted!" With a doctorate she been given only a short training course while Frank had spent a full year at Gamma. It was only by chance they had ended up on the same base.

     "We will be a family again in a couple of years' time." Tears glistened in her eyes as we turned into her arched labora​tory cum office. "We see them on leave and use an awful lot of three dee coms time, but it's still hard." She propped the holo on her small cluttered desk and admired the image. "Their grades aren't all that great, but we will have enough money to buy them top rate degrees. Pardon me for a few minutes."

     "I want servicers to paint our tube, pronto." Freedom barked into her comsport. "OK, I know everyone wants them before the 'stripes hit, but you want the pick of the geese for  Christmas." My eyes wandered around the laboratory shelves heaped with data slices and assorted laboratory equipment, and closed in on a large camera half buried under a mountain of bric‑a‑brac. "Done." Freedom concluded, and started muttering obscenities to herself about the infection in chambers 2 and 3 as she reviewed her ToDo roster. I pulled out my prize carefully. It was unstablized but otherwise it was a top of the line professional model. Its 5 centimetre diameter split lens meant it could do full three dee with all the bells and whistles. Delicious thoughts of bonus payments passed through my mind as I quietly keyed its controls. 

     "You can borrow it for what it's worth." I had forgotten

Freedom, and now she was looking over my shoulder. "It has never been the same since Bail Out used it to record the Hundred Suns accelerated growth test. Only wants to work in flat black and white. The colour balance and depth are all screwed up." Freedom pulled out a bulky plastic case from the rubble. There was a clatter as a couple of spare accessory robot arms slowly took the back fire escape route to the floor. "There." she said, "You're the Video Pro. We never had the time to find out how to take it out of automatic. Perhaps you can tell us." and absent mindedly added. "Must send it to get it fixed sometime." She poured me a handful of slices and disappeared into the tunnel leaving me all tangled up and needing an extra hand. 

     "Just a minute." I called to my guide as she ascended into the distance. "Grab this for a second please." Freedom indulged me and smiled for the camera as she held its checker board test pyramid. 

     "I must look like a gob of puke." My host commented wryly.

     "If you want to know. Yes." I replied from the other side of the camera's monitor then added with satisfaction. " But now I will be able to reconstruct the image. That is if you can fiddle me back into the media suite." I pulled out two multicolored rods from the case and unwrapped them from their shipping packing before slipping them into holes in the front of the camera. "These give a standard reference across the frame." Then I knowingly added, "You never know what your equipment might do on assignment. With these you can untangle the distortions." Freedom clucked approvingly and led the way back up towards a large pressure door. 

     "We are going up to 3000 meters." Freedom blew her nose against her fingers as the air lock hissed around us. "If you feel dizzy tell me. The station pressure is 1500 meters. We are near the surface." Freedom lightened visibly as she entered her little kingdom. "It reduces the mass inventory and leaks, but we boost the oxygen and carbon dioxide."  An uncompromising light diffused through a wide strip in the roof. "That's pure Sunlight." Her voice was reverent. " Vines sprouted from pots on the floor and rose in tangled profusion to the roof of the tunnel." My little hobby." her voice had a lilt. "Try a grape." In my mouth it yielded a sweetness that the Earth so far away had almost lost. "I have managed to get them to take the long night quite well. I use a far Northern root stock." 

     We went through yet another heavy door and looked up a long corridor with pressure doors on both sides. "Those are the bio chambers and are at even lower pressure. It stops cross contamination." When I asked about two doors with large yellow and blue seals and a pile of empty pots in front of us. She

replied, "Well that's what the manual says." as she were mourning over old friends. "Those chambers are being vacuum sterilised. The outside ports are open." She sucked in her lips in frustration. "After 30 hours they are still contaminated." 

     Freedom slipped easily into the casual, but obtuse language of academia. "Three quarters of human consumables consist of air, or rather its oxygen content, and water." She handed me a fibre coverall, and a small gas mask. "Put these on. We do not want to introduce pathogens to the plants." Then as an after thought, "or inhale too much Cee Oh two ourselves. For us food production is something of a by product; a profitable by product." 

     We stopped by a pair of thick walled transparent pipes leading to the surface. "G & S, sorry Environment cryogenically filters, sorry, freezes out, the carbon dioxide and water vapour from the base air and ships them up to us. We mix in algae and nutrients under pressure and send it through pipes on the surface." She pointed, "Up flow and down flow. Notice the bubbles and how much greener the down flow is. We optimize growth conditions for maximum photosynthetic activity." 

     We spent a happy hour in a green realm of carefully tended life. Robot arms swung from the roof to spray each leaf. Small servicers scurried around our feet as we meandered from chamber to chamber. There were miniature swamps that absorbed heavy metals and organic pollutants. Crops of many kinds flourished under sunlight piped down through skylights of clear wrung quartz. "Everyone calls us the hydroponics section, but in fact we have no soil free systems here." Freedom pointed to the roots of a fine crop of tomatoes. "Even as far back as the Apollo program, it was known that lunar soil could be an excellent plant growth medium. We add our own compost and water. We just recycle the evaporates." 

"Over here we have our main salad crop." We had entered yet another chamber. "Dandelions." Freedom chuckled. "They are virtually indestructible. Your coffee was made from the roots."

"Surely not the stuff Primer hands out?"  I protested, "Synthetics aren't that good." 

"Right! Only the management ships in real coffee. But we get the used grounds for compost." Freedom continued brightly. "Our crops are carefully chosen to ensure the health of the crew. Dandelions are a useful diuretic for people working in low gee." 

     Our route led us out of the greenery into a chamber filled with pipes and tanks. I removed my mask to aim the camera old style. Freedom frowned, and led the way onto a platform over a large tank of thick brown fluid. "Sewage sludge from environment." She said with a grin as I turned green and gasped for air. "We use ozone and hydrogen peroxide to sterilize it. Half the rocks around here are oxygen. With a little chemistry and a lot of solar heat it shakes loose, so we sort of throw it around."  

     We came to a warm moist dark tunnel surrounded by strange popping noises. "Mushroom beds. Basic Rations are largely designer fungus or algae grown straight from the sludge, with engineered bacteria thrown in for a bit of flavour." I growled obscenities under my breath at the thought of my basic rations. Freedom seemed not to notice. "That ham you ate this morning was 75 percent fungus. The rest was cured guinea pig and chicken meat. Alas, no one has made a good beef substitute yet." I was already begin​ning to feel a little queasy when we ran into a small Chinese man in his twenties leaning over a chest high tank beside the path. He smeared his grimy hands down his stained white coveralls, nodded his head slightly and greeted me in what I assume was Mandarin, or Cantonese, or what ever.

     I returned the greeting in west coast English and was rewarded by a heavily accented "Wong. Heard of you. Nice meet you." and a look that the long civilized reserve strictly for the utterly degenerate.

      "This is where organic scraps come. Vermiculture." Freedom gestured the technician to pull something from the tank. It was long, very long, dark brown and slimy. For a moment I thought it was a snake. It was an earthworm nearly a meter long. It twisted blindly and reached out towards me. As I recoiled instinctively. Freedom added with a straight face. "You two have already met, but you obviously have not been introduced properly. Louise meet basic protein, basic protein meet Louise."

     I gulped back my stomach. "Andean giant earthworm hybrids." Freedom said. "Fast growing, robust and highly nutritious." Freedom was enjoying herself. "They will reduce anything organic. Even sludge if we have an excess. Easy to harvest. They make great compost as well. 

     "OK you have had your fun." I said as we moved on, "But, why do the basic rations have to taste so god damned foul." 

    Freedom's agile face set like concrete. "Regulations require us to provide a healthy base environment. That includes enough fresh water, clean air and a free, balanced nutritious diet for everyone living on the base. There is nothing in the regs. about flavour, and the management demands we work on a ninety percent cost recovery basis! The result is that everybody shamelessly fiddles their contract expenses. It keeps the office things happy."

      Her smile returned as she continued, "Here is our small animal module. Nothing like the ones they have at Alpha or Delta, of course." Rabbits, chickens, and guinea pigs flourished in their hutches. "Be careful, Louise, I think the geese know Christmas is coming, they are getting very bad tempered." Freedom warned, "They are a discre​tionary crop." 

     Finally we returned to the main corridor and Freedom stopped in front of a pressure door. "I would love to take you in here. This is our source of pride. It is a bio chamber but we till it remotely." There was a touch of awe in her voice. "Himalayan barley. From seedling to crop in one Daylight! Low C Oh two. It is used for the final air purification. Touchy stuff though." 

      "Ready for the pressure change." We stood in a small airlock. I nodded. There was a swoosh and I felt distinctly light headed. "Keep your mask on." Freedom warned, "High carbon dioxide." We were on the surface under an arch of transparent bricks. The Sun hammered down on us from half way up the sky only to be joined in force by light from an overhead reflector. "This is one of our two surface chambers. They are an old design. In Day we fight to keep them cool and at Night we keep them warm. We use water pumped through the sub‑surface rocks as a heat reserve. The later chambers use reflectors on the surface and diffusers in the roof." The horizon was hidden behind a dense stand of green shrubs. The path was narrow and we had to fight our way through the undergrowth to the far end and a view of the gently rolling grey plain reaching to the sharply curving horizon.

     The very end of the chamber was a blank slab set with a thirty centimetre diameter hatch and a small valve labelled 'test vent.' "Sterilization vent." Freedom explained to the camera. "There is a stove pipe on the other side that goes up to another hatch. It is all manual. If we have to evacuate a chamber to kill an infection, we pump the chamber down and then get maintenance to open these. There is a curve in the pipe to stop things falling in from outside." She looked around the chamber. "Louise, can you tell me what is growing here?" Freedom asked. My expression of shocked recognition answered. "That's right." She said. "It is hardy and it grows like mad up here. We use it to feed the animals, but mainly for fibre. You know for filters, packing and of course the haute couture you are wearing at the moment." She gestured at my throw aside coveralls. "It's hemp, marijuana. This one small module keeps the fibre recycler up to strength."  

     "I see you don't need rockets to get high around here. I must stay for Christmas." I returned.

     "It is all narcotic free. Sorry to disappoint you." Her voice trailed off. She looked intently through the leaves, and pulled some seeds from a plant at the rear. "Pardon me for a second." She said, and disappeared back towards the pressure lock. At length "Bail Out! I am in module S2." came drifting over the foliage. "I told you about the 'stripes." There was a slight squeak, presumably from the com port at the lock. "I know Christmas is coming! Want to spend it in detention?" A pause. "I", the pot shook in the breeze, "know it's there. In one hour all of your Pacific Coast, Xenon boosted, mule kick, joy weed will be in the composter. I repeat, all of it, or you will! Have I made myself clear?"

     I made my way back to the lock. Freedom was all smiles. "Sorry about that. Small administrative detail, you know. How are the pictures coming along?"

     "The camera's taking a bit of driving, but I think this is real good copy." I said cheerfully, and then added diplomatically. "I had a little problem with the sound at the end. 'Fraid I lost the last couple of minutes." Freedom nodded thankfully. 

     "We let the base people wander around the biochambers if we can. It is very good for morale." Freedom led the way back to the office. "They closed the surface chambers a couple of years ago to save money. Then the social hygienist insisted on starting it up again. People need to feel they are outside from time to time, or at least to know that they can go out without a suit on. 

     "Was all this shipped in?" I asked waving at the greenery in one of the chambers off the main corridor. 

     "There was an initial investment when the base started." Freedom closed the lock behind us and my ears popped in the higher pressure. "That was before my time. Food shipments help to keep our inventory of organics up, but mainly we process the volatiles that come from the miner." From behind the camera I waved at Freedom to continue talking. "The Moon is not completely devoid of organic materials. Lunar soil contains small traces of all sorts of gases, besides of course helium three. There is enough carbon dioxide, methane, ammonia and the like in a cubic meter of lunar regolith, I mean soil, to make a ham sandwich. If you know how." 

     "So how?" I asked. By now we were back in the lab, and Freedom could have been back in the lecture hall.

     "Simple, like this." She shovelled a scoop of grey soil into a large saucepan sized box and clamped the lid shut. "This is a radio frequency oven. Sort of like a microwave oven. This soil sample is from one of our modules so there will be a big yield. We use this to make sure we don't get a toxic build up." She gestured carefully for my camera. "Over there we have a gas analyzer, watch the readings as I start the heater." 

     A multicolored flat plane stretched back into the display. There was a slight high pitched hum from the oven, and multicolored pillars rose before us. "That tall one is carbon dioxide, and there is methane." Freedom continued. "The oven heats the native metals found in lunar soil, and it drives out the adsorbed gasses, that is gas stuck to the rocks." 

     "Out there, " she tossed her head, "the volatiles come from the Solar Wind, so the yields from clean lunar regolith are really small. The miner freezes out the helium, and gives the rest to us. We mix it into the base environment. We could run a swamp here if we wanted to." She switched off the oven and faced the camera. "We export as much as we can for lifter fuel or to Alpha. The high dive pool there alone looses more water in a day,  er, lunar day, than this whole base uses in a year. It is horribly expensive, but the tourists seem to be happy to pay for it." She returned to her desk. "Oh I see there is a message for you to call the management. Be my guest."

     Over the comlink Primer exposed his teeth in greeting. "Ms Chan, I hardly expected to find you in hydroponics. You really should have asked." He glared from the display when he saw the camera I was carrying. "I just thought you would like to know that I have been reviewing the transportation manifests." He smiled the smile Satan must smile when he welcomes a soul to perdition. "I am sorry but we will not be able to fit you in immediately. With the police coming there will be no room for you in the return convoy. You will have to be our guest over night. Just thought you would like to know." and signed off. 

     "That's nice, you'll have time to give us a workshop on how to use our multimedia stuff properly." Freedom chimed in as the base manager's image faded to black. 

     "Hope I haven't got you into trouble by traipsing around with your camera." I replied.

     "That's OK." Freedom shrugged. "My contract's through the scientific guilds. I don't have to take no grief from that sleazy careerist clerk, so long as we run at better than .95 reflux. And we do!" She added defiantly.

     Freedom insisted that I had to come for dinner sometime with Frank and her in their quarters. "You'll love our night time endive," she said as she led me back to the tiny cubical that was the base's multimedia suite. "The base has no media technician. "We just use this on auto for reports and memos. I don't think anyone uses more than a couple of percent of its capabilities." She opened the door and I dropped into the chair. "You must find it rather cramped." She apologized, "Sorry I can't give you a key, the access is restricted. You know: industrial secrets and pornography." She smiled and turned to go." I had better get back to work. I'll be interested in seeing the pics. See you. " 

     I watched the corrector slowly massage the record of my recent tour into broadcast condition. The image of Freedom, now fully restored to her proper shape and colours, moved before me as if through frozen treacle. For over an hour I had thankfully hidden in an enchanted garden from the events of the previous shifts. I felt relaxed. Despite my sore neck I drifted off into a world of dreams.

      Primer and Suzi danced before me in an palace of brass. I fell headlong through a floor paved with flames into tomb where a wraith with huge claws reared and spat at me like a cobra. I was running through a night without stars. I bounced off gravestones and tripped over the exposed bones, whose cadaverous grins mocked my feeble efforts. The harder I ran the slower I moved, and all the while, they, the mysterious they, alien, dark, and utterly malevolent were closing in. The distant horizon was brightening as with one last gasp of despair I was brought to a halt. The filthy blackness that whirlpooled around me was almost welcome. Then one bright shaft of light flamed from infinity to sear my eyes. For the merest instant my soul was incandescent.

     I awake with a start. The corrector had finished its program and was patiently waiting for instructions. The comsport display throbbed a bright yellow in time with my aching head. My stiff fingers activated the incoming message. "L. Chan report at once to Management." The 'At Once' was so emphasized as to nearly hit me in the mouth. I acknowledged the invitation, and took my time. I strolled back to my life boat. By now my assailant must have been in sick bay and wouldn't be a problem for a few days. Why else would Primer want to keep me here, but to give him a second round? Somewhere in the back of my mind pieces of the puzzle surrounding our crash were starting to click into place, but as soon as I tried to make conscious sense of it all, everything fell apart.

     "What a rotten trick!" The air in the empty tunnel in front of my quarters turned blue with insults as I waited for the door to open. For the fifth time I inserted the slice. The access light obediently turned green, then flickered doubtfully and died, leaving me to drag a reluctant slice from its slot, before trudging up to Primer's office.

     "Ms. Chan I presume," Primer leaned back in his director's chair with his hands behind his neck. Randi was now seated on the peons' side of the desk. As I entered he scooted a chair towards me. "Enjoy your little expedition?" The manager continued with an air reeking of sarcasm. "So good of you to drop in." 

     "I would have got here quicker if you hadn't buggered up my life boat's lock." I responded sharply. "I wasted ten minutes trying to get in."

     "I assure you I know nothing about your faulty lock. I must make a note of it. We mustn't upset our guest must we." Primer barked an action memo into his console and turned to me. "Since when has the route from media to here been via the life boat deck?"

     "Since when I wanted to drop this camera off." I said clunking its case on the floor. The thump was less than satisfying in the lunar gravity. "Freedom, er, your hydroponics head, wants me to show her team how to use it properly."

     Primer ignored my dramatics. He yawned and stretched, and then pulled his chair towards the desk. "I do not know what the crew has been telling you two about me." he began ominously, his eyes flicking like a snake's tongue, "and I don't much care. Let me tell you, both, that as manager it is my job to know everything that goes on in Theta. The 'stripes will be with us shortly and before they arrive I intend to get to the bottom of the mess you created when you dropped in. I do not appreciate my station being turned into unregulated slum. I appreciate you must both be under a lot of strain, but before we start." He loomed up to Randi and then me in turn. "Don't try to pull any fast ones on me."  

     He slumped back into the leather upholstery. "Mister Singh, thank for your timely report, it will be most useful. " But as Primer turned to face Randi he added. "But please explain why you found it necessary to access the secure personnel files this start shift?" 

     Randi jolted in his seat before emphatically denying Primer's accusation.

     The fingers of Primer's right hand drummed loudly on the desk. "We have an excellent communications firewall between us and the outside universe. But they are hardly necessary in a closed space like this for internal communications. We find that passwords and plenty of resident rat traps are quite sufficient."

     "What he means there is a separate computer to stop unauthorized access to the base systems from the outside links," Randi explained to me slowly, "but internally the computers just have little background programs to monitor who is accessing what and when. They are supposed to scream when someone is doing something they shouldn't."

     "Thank you, Mister Singh," Primer slid the conversation onwards. "You clearly under estimate the traps. They not only check for access, or presence, they also can be tripped as an account that has indulged in an unpermitted entry closes." His eyes narrowed, "As happened this morning with your account at 08.03. I must congratulate you, you must have used quite a stealthy entry procedure."

     "What use is personnel data?" I sprang to the defense of my knight in rusty armour. Randi must have tried to identify my assailant for me. "Anyway I was with him in his office from about a quarter to seven, then we had breakfast until shift

start at eight." 

     "The personnel data base contains access codes and other personal security information." Primer explained. "Why you wanted that information, is what will be revealed before you leave this office." 

     "When I returned from breakfast." Randi insisted, "I had to kill the access from my quarters so I could finish that in the office." He pointed angrily at the slice on Primer's desk. "The transfer tripped a trap. Your systems are simply paranoid! Whose data am I supposed to have accessed?" Randi was clearly loosing his temper.

     "You tell me. You were good enough to get in, but admit it, you weren't smart enough to get away with it." Primer shot back. "I thought your accomplice here said you were in the office or at breakfast."

     "Right! Yes!" Randi and I stumbled over each other in mutual self defense. "A stealth access takes more than two minutes." Randi continued, "I didn't do it."

     "Then you both ran that account from the office." Primer had balled his fists upright on the desk.

     "No!" came in unison back across the desk.

     Primer breathed heavily and narrowed his eyes. "OK, so while you two were in Mr. Singh's office, you never used the computer; but the tooth fairy entered his quarters and borrowed your account, which you must have conveniently left running, to read our files."

     "Paul was there!" I blurted out. "Randi, was he there when you got back?" 

     "Please, please." Primer turned to me. "Don't try and find a scapegoat. Mr Singh knows better than to leave a high level access account, for which he was responsible, running unattended." His voice was edged with artificial anger. Primer sank a cup of coffee without offering one to his guests. "I will leave you both to think about your answers for a moment. Let's turn to another serious matter. Ms. Chan, why did you say some​thing was missing from the wreck over a shift ago?" Randi's jaw dropped.

     "I beg your pardon." I suppressed a grin. I had accidentally trodden on a nerve. 

     For the next five minutes Primer threatened, cajoled and wheedled, as he tried to extract the answer he wanted out of me. But, most of all he threatened as I prevaricated with my mind clawing for a killing response. In the end all I could say was, "You really shouldn't listen to rumours."

     Primer slapped his hands loudly on the desk. In the pregnant calm that descended he began in a low voice. "The lifter's computers were brought here following the crash, but after I read the executive summary of Mr. Singh's report I asked security to send a team to collect the lifter's interface modules that were left at the wreck site." His voice became threatening, "They have just reported in. It seems several interface modules have also been removed. I suspected you from your arrival, and now you and some associate may have gone too far. I need a satisfactory answer, or I will be forced to confine you to quarters until the police arrive."

     "How, if I can't get in?" I counter attacked and before Primer could answer I continued. "If all that's missing are some lousy interface modules, then why is everyone so scared of the cargo?" 

Primer writhed slightly in his plush seat and opened his mouth without effect as I blindly charged on. 

     "Randi, stuff gets shipped here in those cute containers. Do the colours mean anything?" I asked.

     "Sure," he said. "Blue is for metal parts. Green for organics, food and such. Grey for data systems, and purple is for medical supplies."

     "This is beside the point. Stop wasting time. " Primer waved his hands in the air, but the game was afoot and the scent in my nostrils was too strong.

     "Yellow? " I asked pointedly.

     "Sss, radioactive." Randi sucked between his teeth as if he held a hot potato, but he answered my next question without being asked. "The more intense the colour the higher the activity. Light yellow: mildly radio active, hardly above background: Luminous displays, used coveralls from the reactors and so on. Yellow: medium, industrial and medical isotopes, old X-ray systems and the like. Bright orange is heavily shielded and sealed boxes for the really hot stuff like the waste from the reactors at Alpha and Beta."

     "So reactor fuel comes in orange containers?"

     "No that would go in black and yellow non standard hexagonal drums under guard." Randi was quite emphatic. Primer looked like a man itchily fingering a loaded gun as he waited for his intended victim to stop moving. I had guessed we had been carrying fuel for Alpha. Randi had just trashed my theory. I closed my eyes for a second. I saw two images of the crash site. Someone had doctored the rescue teams' slices before I had processed them for Randi. Officially only few yellow containers had infected the lunar stillness. In the distance I had also seen orange containers coming to a head above the plain. The slice I was nursing in the safe pouch hanging around my neck would prove it. Suddenly I felt as if a glowing death's head was dangling between my breasts.

     Once again Primer's eyes met mine and this time I didn't flinch. "I suppose they bury the waste from Alpha's reactor?" I asked slowly. 

     "What there is of it, which isn't much, is dumped under a mine's tailings." Off to the side Randi's voice broke the brief silence. "It isn't going anywhere, and there is nothing to contaminate. So why not?" 

     I tried to cut him off with "Paul might not agree." 

     Randi snorted. "Anyone on the Moon must know about radiation, or they're dead. You just have to make sure the decay heat can get out. Iron rods to a surface plate work nicely I am told." He looked intently at Primer's grim expression. In a bewildered tone that sounded staged he asked, "What's hot radwaste got to do with us and those missing interface modules?"

     Primer finally broke the ensuing silence. "I ask you again, how did you know?" His tone was glacial as he straightened his legs and collided with mine under the desk.

     My eyes never wavered. "I didn't. Peep's trick. It's called the Bohemia gambit." Primer's eyes narrowed to slits. "I was feeling for something worth copying. You should read Sherlock Holmes sometime." Primer's lips parted to bare his teeth, but he said nothing. "In 'A Scandal in Bohemia' the great detective says that when a woman's house is suddenly threatened by fire she rushes to protect her most valued possession. Now, when a man is unexpectedly threatened he prepares to defend himself from his greatest fear." Primer's fingers curled and quivered as if they would reach forward and strangle me of their own volition.

     "I floated a vague threat." I said and reached into my fanny bag, "and hit orange pay dirt." as I dropped Frank's squawk box on the desk with a flourish. 

     "So what?" Once again Randi broke in with an undercurrent of desperation in his voice. "Medium isotopes get shipped up here from time to time. Beta's reactors don't make enough to cover the Moon's needs for things like checking welds. We may have been carrying some. You may have seen some yellow containers at the crash." His voice petered off with a tone of resignation.

     "Well," Primer took a deep breath. He knew he was cornered. "I should point out that we are not breaking lunar

regulations."

     "Then you will have no objection to my publishing it." I returned evenly.

     "That would be," he searched for words, "let us say, very embarrassing to some very powerful people back on Earth."

     "They used the first fusion reactors to cook the high level waste left over from the old fission reactors down on Earth." I pointed out, "I read about that on the Nets when I was a kid. It must be cheaper than shipping the stuff up here. Anyway fusion reactors aren't supposed to make hot waste any more."

     The base manager turned aside to the coffee maker. A couple of seconds later he placed three cups on the desk. He spoke in the clipped tones of man under tight self control. "I can not, I will not stop you publishing what you want. But I strongly advise you to hear me out. The Moon can be a dangerous place, but for you it would be a sanctuary compared with the Earth if you publish anything, let us say, ill advised. You won't get any co‑operation from the lunar authorities, by the way, quite the reverse."

     He passed around the sugar bowl. "Clean fusion power is absolutely true. The helium three fusion reaction with deuterium is aneutronic. It doesn't make the neutrons that make things radioactive. Deuterium by itself makes lots of neutrons, and some helium three. React tritium with deuterium and you get a torrent of super hot neutrons. 

     Primer remained tense. His eyes probing mine and scanning the room nervously as he spoke. "A reactor full of helium three and a trace of deuterium will run for a century and only become slightly radioactive. It was brilliant science! truly magnificent engineering!" he turned briefly towards Randi whose coffee was untouched. "but lousy economics, and downright shitty business." He commanded a holographic chart to appear in front of us. "Helium three comes from the Moon and its price is astronomical. Deuterium comes from sea water and natural gas. It is dirt cheap." More charts appeared. "Run a reactor clean for thirty years and what you've got is a worthless, worn out reactor vessel that is as radioactive as an old X ray machine, and the excess helium three you've used has bankrupted you."

     Primer killed the charts and leaned across the desk on his elbows to be nose to nose with me. "Run the same reactor dirty, with tritium and a couple of years the reactor vessel falls to to bits of very radioactive junk. Tritium is easy to light but is radioactive and not all that cheap. Scientists once dreamed of vast tritium burning reactors, but the economics are crap, not mention the ecopolitics."

      Primer continued, his voice full of sarcasm. "Why not use deuterium alone? Deuterium only smolders, and given time it  too makes the reactor very radioactive, even if it doesn't fall apart."

      He took a long melodramatic sip of coffee. "The legal and moral duty of business is to obtain the maximum return on the shareholders' investment. It makes good sense to run a reactor a little dirty. Slip in extra deuterium with the helium three. The power output is about the same but the fuel costs are a lot lower. He relaxed, obviously satisfied with his argument. "Do it right and the only difference is that after thirty years or so parts of the reactor vessel do become highly radioactive."

      He scowled at a map of the Earth that had appeared before us. A green band stretched across the countries of North America and Europe and leapt the oceans to Japan and Australia. "The countries in green pretend they can afford to use helium three in bulk, and many banned the production of high level radioactive wastes! Instead, they buy cheap electricity and hydrogen from their neighbours. But now some governments, to placate their environmental lobbies," Primer looked as if he were chewing poison, "have also forced through laws that subject all countries 'despoiling Mother Earth with high level radioactive wastes,' to severe trade sanctions." 

     Primer glanced unsuccessfully around his office for his business school halo, but carried on without it. "We offer  countries that want to expand their economies the benefits of economical fusion power generation by accepting their high level wastes for permanent disposal. Lunar mines, like this one, are currently ridding the world of the worn out remains of the first generation of fusion reactors. This installation supplies the spot market for helium three, and without this, I proudly admit, profitable, additional service, our clients might turn to other, less attractive, methods of making electricity."

      His voice took on the slither of the integrity

challenged salesman. "You are an intelligent woman, Louise. You know the world." he purred, "It is all perfectly legal, but I am sure you can appreciate why our important clients insist that everything remains discrete."

     "What happens when a lifter ends in the Atlantic." I cut back as I wished I had had my recorder.

     "Lifters are designed to make an emergency landing back on Ascension. In the very unlikely event of a complete failure, the stuff ends 3000 meters down." Primer shrugged, "We don't handle plutonium. It is hot stainless steel and silicon carbide. It just sits there cooling off for a few thousand years. Think of the alternatives. Uranium, natural gas, oil, go back to burning coal?"

     I drank my coffee very slowly. Suzi was not in the business of publishing a tabloid slice. Reluctantly I decided it was better to fulfil the contract you had rather than hawk a bonus dripping exposee that was probably too hot to sell. Environmental strips were notorious for wanting their copy 'for the good of the cause.' 

     "I am under contract, and so far this story is the only good copy I've got!' I snapped as my cup clattered back on the desk. 

     Primer's face was a lurid sunrise of recognition. "Well, things have been rather hurried since you arrived. I could not let you get in the way of base routine, could I?" Suddenly he was charm personified. "I have Lambda screaming for Mr. Singh's services, and the biosystems head, for one, I know, will be a lot happier with that damned student's fungus on its way to Beta. What with the police going back after their investigation, as I said you will have to stay over night." he smiled with all the warmth of a holographic roaring fire. "That will give us a chance to show you around properly. I will be able to arrange to have you tour the miner while it is down being serviced." He flicked up a shot of the surface at night. "I have been told that standing on the surface under Earthlight is quite romantic." 

     I smiled sweetly and nodded hesitantly. Primer continued, "I will arrange for you to stay over at Alpha on the way back. That's if the travel service still wants to launch you from Delta. " Primer finished expectantly.

     "Would you like to see some of my copy." I preferred the taste of basic rations to my words. 

     "Please do." The manager was clearly delighted. "The company is always on the look out for good promotional material. We pay well." The office console chimed. "Your lock has been fixed." he said. "Services would like to speak to you." He swung the display round to face me.

     "The technician was a young man from India, judging by his complexion and the curry in his voice. "Better check your things. Lady." he looked aside at a monitor. "Someone used demon to mischief the lock. Then lock stayed closed." 

     I swung the display back, and turned to Randi. "He means a forged key. If you have the access codes you can kludge a standard slice to act like a key, if the lock is straightforward. It's a trick every engineer learns as a student." He grinned to himself as if remembering an old joke. "I used one to break into in the business college and we quick cemented down all the washroom lids."

     "I think you had better check your quarters." Primer said tartly as he swept up the coffee cups. "If anything is missing, tell me and I will contact base security. We will have to return to the matter of the unauthorized computer access later. Now I have to prepare for the police."

     "I know base security," I began and winced as Randi kicked my shin.

     "Do it through me, please." Primer was all concern as he ushered us out into the corridor. 

     "That's nice." Randi drawled as we headed downward. "Shows what was on his mind, doesn't it. "

     "Then why did he drag you in first?" I asked. 

     "It's what those crawlers learn in business school. " Randi replied. "In theory we are supposed to be independent, and he was just making sure we aren't in practice. First year personnel management." he grimaced. "Pimping 101.",

     "Did you know about the hot waste?" I posed evenly.

     "Of course!." Randi was blunt. "Not officially, but I work here. I am an engineer. Given the demand for power and the number of miners there are, and the amount of helium three they dig up, it is the best option. But try and explain that to a politician who thinks electricity comes from a wall socket. Up here, once you are away from Alpha or Beta, everyone knows it." He thought for a second. "Getting hard evidence would be tricky though and we all know better than to green. Our jobs are on the line. Confidentiality is in all the contracts, so you could be sued to poverty, or much worse, if you talked. You did the right thing, but keep tight hold of any evidence you have." His voice lacked enthusiasm. "I doubt that Primer had anything to do with the hammer that nailed you last shift. Do you trust him.?"

     "No, and I don't expect to go back first class either." I replied. "Oh God I feel filthy." I added despondently.

     "That's what makes you different from Primer." Randi put his arm around my shoulder. 

     "Does one ever get used to it?" I asked watching my feet hitting the floor.

     "Hope not." Randi replied as I curled my arm around his waist. There are times for human comfort, even in a brothel. "At least you don't think I fiddled your lock. " he added.

     "No, of course not, I was with you." I thought for a second. "As I said it has to be Paul. He could have used your account to get my key codes while you were in the office with me. He's a greenfreak. He may suspect we were shipping hot waste!" I exclaimed, "He had an expensive camera, and the 'raps smashed it when he tried to use it on Ascension." 

     We instantly unhooked and I ran the last few steps to the life boat with Randi swaying in my wake.

     "Some bastard's been through here all right." I said from under the bed. "My helmet's been moved." I grabbed a box and straightened up as I whiffled through my hidden slices. 

     Randi was sitting by the comsport as he drove it into darkest cyberspace. "I've got the system logs. Whoever did it tried to activate the log for this port from my access while we were having breakfast, and failed. God did he try!" 

     "I guessed as much. He couldn't find the right slice." I put my slice box down on my room's tiny table. "He has taken all my working slices. Including a copy of the wreck. He didn't get the backups." I grinned. 

     "What are those?" Randi pointed to a prominent heap of slides at the edge of the table. 

     "Those are Primer's crap, and some scratch blanks. They have obvious labels. I never leave good copy simply lying about."

     The original?" Randi probed.

     "Wouldn't you like to know!" was the reply as I dumped Freedom's camera and turned to the door.

     Randi cornered Paul back in their shared quarters. Of course he denied any knowledge of my missing slices or Randi's account. "I don't tamper with other users' accounts." He protested his innocence vigorously. For a quarter of an hour Randi continued to interrogate the student without success. I watched the cold fire of the believer slowly emerge from his

eyes as the subject of our cargo was raised. "Everyone knows they," righteous hate was in his voice, "use the Moon as a dump."

     "It is only a lot of luck," Randi shouted in frustration, and with a nod to me, "and Louise's parrot, that we survived. You suggested that our transport was sabotaged. Why?" Paul was unmoving. 

      Maliciously tampering with technology is sacrilege to an engineer. "Did you want to die? Randi spluttered. "There was a crude attempt to deflect our course, that went horribly wrong." Randi caught himself. "We think." he added hastily. "If you know something, or even suspect it, tell us now. Do you want others to be killed?" He deflated in frustration. "When the 'stripes get here you are going to be in real big trouble. You may not know it yet but you're a big star on the surveillance cameras. This isn't a university campus you know!" 

     Paul's eyes widened suddenly as Randi spoke. "So," Paul murmured quietly. Then he straightened. A martyr looking at the flames without flinching. "If necessary one must suffer for the the well being of the many." he said firmly. Randi fisted the air and stormed out, heading for his office. Half way down the corridor he curled up under a cloud of obscenities as he twisted his bad ankle.

     In the office it was my turn to administer the chocolate substitute. "He obviously took my slices." I said calmly as I massaged Randi's ankle, "But we will get nothing out of him. Did you see his expression?" 

     "Once you give me my foot back. I'll turn those quarters inside out." He winced as I thumbed a nerve. "Watch it."  

     "I wouldn't bother. He was too confident. He has hidden them somewhere, but where?" I said, "He will need to find an open comsport to review them. He wouldn't risk doing that in your quarters. We ought to talk to security."

     "Forget the 'raps. They'd never let anyone below management look at the scans. Anyway, half the time the inside cameras aren't working. No one likes 'em, so there is always something more important to fix." Randi thought for a moment. "A place like this is full of nooks and crannies, if you know where they are, but he can't have gone far, his leg is in worse shape than mine." he insisted. "He has hardly been out of sick bay."

     "So start with Granny." I suggested turning to the comsport.

     The nurse answered our call. "I am sorry, but Mary is under sedation. She has been tiring herself. You may see her in a few hours." She said curtly, "No I have not seen Mr. Linton.

Please ask him to come here. He is due to have his injuries checked. Thank you." and shut off. 

     "In that case I am off to check my space suit is still where it should be, before the 'stripes get here." I said rising up to leave.

     Randi scrolled the duty rosters down the computer display. "No one has logged in as sick. I should come with you. The heavy that attacked you may not be so injured as you think, and he might have an accomplice."

     "With that ankle you'd just get in the way." I opened the door. "All right, I'll call in from the store. You work the computer, and rest that ankle. See if you can work out what has happened to those missing modules."

     A little latter, and much to the amusement of Frank's replacement, the store's comsport shook as I yelled, "It's gone." 

     "Your space suit?" Over the link Randi's expression was one of pure disbelief.

     "Well the one I took from the wreck is no longer in the locker where I left it, but," I paused, "there is another one in its place! After I flattened sore balls, someone must have dragged him away, and then come back and switched suits." With those words the hairs on the back of my neck rose like porcupine quills. I dropped a shoulder to give the comsport camera a clear view over my back. 

     "Are you certain. How?" I could see Randi was scanning the middle distance for me.  

     "I might not have noticed. They are both just suits. But some of the computer cables I took downstairs are still here!" I panted over the sound of my heart pounding in my ears. "This one is a little less battered, and the certification seal has been removed. It looks as if some of the bits haven't been put together properly." 

     Randi's eyes flicked away from me. "I just got a message. Our pilot just died. Meet me in sick bay." Then he added, "And watch your back. I don't like any of this at all."

      I have never been one for lots of cosmetics myself, but one day I must specially thank Anna for giving me her spare pocket make up set. I left the store and activated my glass rear scanner and walked over to the sick bay hugging the walls.

      Randi hobbled into sick bay as I arrived. The doctor met us in her small office.  "The pilot was quite badly injured. You know." She said flatly in the voice of an experienced professional accepting failure. "He was recovering fairly well but seems to have suddenly gone into shock. Management has ordered an autopsy scan." She looked up at our concern. "That was a nasty crash, don't feel too bad about it."

     As we were ushered out I asked about Mary. "We wanted to speak to her." 

     "The doctor looked a little puzzled, and waved her small brown hands over her office records. The display danced in the air before use. A wave of understanding passed across her face. "Nothing wrong with that tough old bird. She should be out of her bed in a couple of shifts. I think the nurse needed some rest."  Then with a wry smile, "She will be glad to see you two. Wait here, I'll wake her up." 

     "She will be a bit groggy for a few minutes." The doctor said as she tripped lightly back into the corridor. Then she added grimly. "I will have to talk to the nurse when she comes back on shift."

     "Lervly t' ssee yoww twoo." Mary slurred an apology for sleeping in so late. As the doctor had said her ribs were well on the mend. Randi fidgeted nervously as she eagerly showed us her computer sketches of strange landscapes under green skies filled with amber stars and purple moons. 

     Eventually I broached the question. "Did Paul see you this morning?" She looked uneasy. I looked at her firmly. "Please." She opened her mouth uncertainly and closed it. 

     Randi barged in and leaned over Mary's bed. "It's very important. We think he's stolen something from Louise."

     Mary cringed as I pushed Randi back with my elbow in his chest. "We hope he hasn't, but he did come here didn't he? I said gently. 

     Mary nodded reluctantly. "I promised." She stopped, thought for a moment and winked broadly before keying her computer pad uncertainly and sketching furiously. I poked Randi back a second time.

     Mary offered me a sketch. "He said many peoples' lives depended on me not telling a soul. I gave my word." 

     I took one look at Mary's art. "Randi. Look over in corner," I pointed. "Under that artificial flower. No, you stupid. Inside the pot." Randi retrieved a small bag. 

     "Oh sister! At least the contents will be well protected. It's a sanitary towel bag from the washroom!" I looked inside.

"Yep. My slices. I quickly counted them out onto Mary's bed."

     "I hope you won't get him into trouble for this." Mary pleaded. "He seems such a pleasant, quiet boy."

     "It's missing." I said finally. "All my slices are here except the one from the suit."

     "Then why did he take the others?" Randi asked vaguely. "Mary", He said in a kinder tone as he picked up one of my slices. "Did he play these on your computer port? Do you remember anything after Paul came here?"

     "No." She said definitely, then after a second's thought. "No. That nice nurse came in immediately after he left and gave me a hot cup of real chocolate before she went off shift. I must have dozed off."

     Randi wanted to leave, but I insisted on being a good visitor. Mary was eager to finally look back at the Earth she had come so far to see. "I will have a word with Freedom, I offered. "She is the lady who runs the greenhouses on the surface." I winked, and as I stood up to go a question popped into my mind. "Has anyone been in sickbay recently? You know for treatment."

     "I think there might have been someone in this morning. Nothing serious. Not like that poor man last night, moaning all the time. He woke me up." I handed Mary back her computer and we turned to leave. "The nurse was on duty. This morning she told me that he'd be all right in a little while. He broke a tendon, he just needed his leg strapped up and a lot of analgesics. A box fell on him, and the corner landed right where it hurt." She grinned wickedly from the pillow.

                            Chapter 13

     Somehow, a few minutes later Randi and I ended up sitting in silence watching over each other's shoulders in the empty mess room. At length, as we sank our fourth mug of basic coffee substitute, I said, "We're are going to suffer for swilling this muck."   

     "So what, that's the least of our worries." Randi replied dismally. "Primer's a swine. Paul's an ecofreak, and someone hard out there has an agenda. There's a shift before the 'stripes arrive and all hell breaks loose."

     "That bad?" I asked as I contemplated the greasy khaki coloured liquid before me.

     "Worse." Randi wedged his forearm between his chin and the table. "One sniff and the 'stripes will turn this place inside out. They will flea in reinforcements. It will be wall to wall tickets. Management will, of course, dodge responsibility. Paul

and who ever was behind him will get away with it. They clearly want to expose the shipping of hot waste. So why give them the publicity?" 

     "You think they infected the lifter's controls?" I asked dismally.

     "That crude virus is just the sort of thing to come from a campus. Powerful, but untried and no stealth." He groaned quietly. 

     He paused and gingerly changed elbows. "The nurse and your heavy, and the Mafia, the triads, the Moscow syndicate, the Yakusa or what​ever they are part of want to stay hidden. They are desperate and they clearly will play very, very rough."

     He sunk a mugfull in one go. "I need a scotch." he sighed. "Mary's a sweet old lady who knows nothing. The pilot's dead." He looked across the table. "That leaves thee and me. By the time this is all over truth and justice will be irrelevant."

     "What have we got going for us." I tried to rally my dispirited forces. "Primer just wants to get rid of us as soon as possible, leaving his butt spotless in the process. He will show that he followed procedures to the letter. He has your report. He has me on a string. I am sure his office scans were working just now. He probably has his security doing an ineffective but regulation search, and he will keep us at arms length from now on."

     "Paul is an ecofreak with a mission." Randi interjected. "He is just too obvious. He must be a clay pigeon. He was sent to the Moon in a lifter loaded with hot metal. A lifter that someone had happened to have infected with a virus. Quite a coincidence, don't you think. You said he had a camera on Ascension?"

     "Yea. A real expensive one, and he was trying to use too." 

     "He probably does not know about the virus, but it activates during the flight. If there is an emergency landing. He is going to try and take pictures during the confusion, and he can relied upon to say all the right things to those interfering peeps. Sorry, present company excepted." I nodded over the table. Randi continued, "If he is wiped out, the waste would be found, and the peeps would descend on his family and his Professor."

     "Kendrick, the archpriest of True Technology" I said from between my teeth.

     "Oh." Randi contemplated his empty cup.

     "He heard me mention my suit slice in your room." I grabbed the conversation like a lifeline over the side of the Titanic. "So he forced his way into my quarters. The comsport wouldn't take my slices, and he didn't realize he could use the suit computer to copy them. So he stole them and hid them in sick bay."

      "So who has the suit slice now?" I looked over the table. Randi shrugged miserably for me to go on. "The nurse is covering for the guy I kicked last shift, and she doped granny. She must have watched Paul talking to Mary. It would be easy for her to slip in and read those slices and take the one of the crash while Mary was asleep."

     "Why not copy it and leave the copy for Paul?" Randi asked, giving me some more rope.

     "Why bother, or perhaps it has something else on it they don't want to get out." I replied smartly.

     "Suit slices record more than pictures." Randi said with all the lightness of a foggy night in darkest Africa. "They keep track of the suit's use. So they have permanent non‑copying time and registration codes blown into their headers. It stops operators skipping maintenance. You don't see them with normal software." He dropped yet another hot mug in front of me. "About now they are probably discovering they only have a copy."

     I sank my coffeemix in one gulp. Somewhere hanging beneath my chin I could hear the death's head slice singing ribald songs to my underwear. "They'll also want that gun back." I added gloomily.

     "And they don't know you don't have it." Randi stated bluntly. "At least there can't be many of them." I must have looked puzzled. "Because you're still alive! They still have to fill their shifts, and for the time being they are also covering for the thug you flattened. Their resources must be stretched."

      Two of Randi's fingers danced nervously on the table as he spoke. "Their main priority seems to be to get their hands on something from the wreck. They won't know that I have already found traces of viruses in the lifter's logs, or that we have discovered that the interface modules have been scavenged. It seems safe to assume they are trying to destroy the evidence before the 'stripes arrive. Maybe they took on a black contract before we even crashed. They want that suit slice. That's cer​tainly why they took your suit. But why? Blackmail, but against who?"

     "Boris got real upset when we took over his cabin." I said. "Perhaps they want the suit as well."

     "Doubt it," Randi continued, "but once they get the slice, presumably they then look for the gun, and eventually they get round to rubbing you out." He ended with gallows cheerfulness. 

     "Thanks for the morale boost." I returned. "Primer said, 'In a place like this there is no place to hide.'" I stood up. 

     "Where are you going?" Randi twisted in his chair.

     "To look for my suit. They've got it. It is too big to hide, and it might lead to the missing modules. Anything is better than sitting here waiting to be shot." I glanced down at the ugly residue in the cups. "or poisoned."

     Randi insisted on limping back to his office to pick up the gun and then along beside me as we headed back to the Day store. "I agree that is not your suit." Randi confirmed as we opened the autovac locker. "It's obsolete. Places like this keep some extra old suits for emergencies. The missing seal means it was due to be scrapped." He checked a wall map of the base. "Lets try the loading bay."

     The bay was a light brown coloured arch that sunk away from the access tunnel to a couple of large pressure doors. The clank and buzz of the work in the garage next door filtered through over the noisy sound of the air systems. A gaggle of handling robots stood inert in one corner. Their long necks ending in shining arrays of grippers. Half the floor area was piled with a rainbow of containers plastered with prominent metal labels printed with letters of the ancient Greek alphabet. The other half of the floor was given over to a series of weighing platforms, some brightly painted rescue equipment and a small cubical almost filled by a short blocky  man in base coveralls with yellow shoulder patches. He stopped fussing over a holographic clip board as we came in.

     "Our guests." He greeted us cheerfully in a flowing Welsh accent. "I didn't think you'd be visiting me. " He shook our hands. "It's Evans, Evans the post. What can I do for you?"

      Randi plunged into the conversation to ask about my missing space suit. He finished with, "It was a type 5." 

     "Oh, Then there's been some mix up. I'm afraid." Evans looked perturbed. "I wondered about it when we crushed it an hour ago." He led us round the containers. "They've been hanging around for shifts. Going back to Delta for recycling." he explained, "Compacted them for the convoy, see." He kicked the nearest of four 10 centimetre cubes of shiny crumpled metal. I don't know which was yours."

     There wasn't much to say after that, but Evans did his best. For the next five minutes he poured out a stream of apologies, interspersed with promises that he would do anything that we thought might help. "You should have put it in the secure store with the other stuff from the wreck." he said at length.

     "You had better check that too." I slipped in between a couple of Evans' words. 

     "At that, I guess I'd better" Evans left the bay and a few meters down the tunnel stopped in front of a door marked 'Security Access Only.' We simply tagged along behind as Evans activated the door and walked in. 

     This store was hardly big enough for the three of us, and most of the racks fixed to its grey walls were empty. A rack of narcobeebee's grinned at us from the wall revealing two missing teeth. Evans seemed satisfied, "The 'raps are doing a search."  

he said. "This is from the wreck." and pointed out half a dozen beach ball sized black and gold composite spheres. "Everything's here." 

     "Pardon me." Randi pressed a couple of indentations on the nearest sphere, and then lifted off a large sector. As he peered inside his expression darkened, but he said nothing. 

     Back in the corridor, we let the voluble Evans return to  his work.

     "That was a computer. The programme's missing, but the  NOTAM's still there." Randi said in a low voice. "I am certain now that someone is trying to scrub the professional virus."

     "Surely leaving an empty socket is rather obvious." I suggested.

     "Well now the 'stripes won't be able trace the bug's author, but they will dismantle this base down to the smallest bolt, if they come here and find those slices are missing." Randi bit his lip and looked around nervously. "If they can get into that store. Your room is probably next on their list."

     "They will find my back up's." I whispered nervously.

     "That will keep them happy for ten minutes," Randi replied in a whisper, "If we are lucky."

     "Randi if you had those modules, and the 'stripes were coming and you wanted to wipe the viruses. What would you do?" I asked, and then added. "I suggest we go where there are some people around." I was feeling distinctly vulnerable.

     We headed towards the garage with Randi deep in thought.

"The modules maybe small, but if they are in the base, the 'stripes will find them. The thugs could arrange for a random bit of road kill, a base worker, to get the blame, but even so the modules will finger the author of the virus. I wouldn't want to be around when that happens." He stopped for a second, "Getting them outside would be difficult. Except for emergencies everyone is routinely scanned before going out or when coming back in." he mumbled and stumbled forward.

     We finally came to halt before the garage doors. Randi continued to himself in a husky whisper. "Then what? Bury them? The area around the base is well monitored and your foot steps and the hole you dig will stay around for a million years or so. Go further away and the vehicle logs will show where the hole is." Randi pinched his nose in thought as he shifted his weight off his bad ankle. 

     "What about ditching them into the miner." I offered.

     "Louise, everything going in or coming out is shaken up and then screened for stuff bigger than a grain of sand. The autoselectors will spot and pull out anything with a straight edge. The automonitors would see you dropping it into the waste pile."

     "OK, so they reprogram the modules to erase the viruses and then they put them back before they think anyone knows." I started to open the door. Randi still didn't move. " 

     He shook his head deep in thought. "Flight modules are read only. They can't be reprogrammed." He was mumbling to himself, "And only a high power X ray laser can scrub a program once it is burnt in."

     "That's it." I said loudly. Randi jumped as my voice echoed down the tunnel. I slunk into the door way and in a whisper added. "Blank the modules and put them back before the 'stripes get here."

      "Nice try. But sorry Louise." Randi sighed. Those slices are made from artificial diamonds. There is no big laser here. The nearest one is in a laboratory in Beta, and the only other way of erasing them is with lots of hard radiation." His expression cleared slightly, "On the other hand a modest dose of hard radiation would trip a few bits at random. It would look like long term cosmic radiation damage. Without a lot of forensic work the virus would be inaccessible." 

     Randi's face clouded again. "I can see it now. The management thinks there might have been a radiation leak from the cargo, so they will want hurry things through and keep everything quiet, so they junk my report. The official inquiry puts the lifter crash down to deteriorating slices and demands other operators replace theirs." Deep in thought, he followed me as meekly as a pet dog as we entered the echoing space of the garage. "Neat." he said as he became aware of his surroundings again. "Only if they can cook the slices and get them back in time." 

     No one seemed to notice us. The nave above us echoed with the sounds of a busy garage. Three technicians and a swarm of small robots crawled over the assortment of vehicles in the maintenance area. In front of us one of the base's rovers was parked with its nose to the main doors. Randi strolled over to a small congregation of chairs clustered round a beverage outlet. He sat down with obvious relief and waved me over. "Coffee, chocolate, tea or cola, substitutes of course." He asked. "Dusties swill this stuff by the bucket full." 

     "Water" I demanded. "So, all the bandits have to do is sneak the modules out of the base, then smuggle them over to the crash site. Wrap them round the hot waste for a few minutes, then bring them back and plug 'em in. Easy." I said sarcastically.

     "Hi. You lot." Anna's cheery voice exploded from the wall. We both jumped in our chairs. "Management got you down? Come to watch people work?" Her fine features graced a display by the beverage outlet. "We fixed that machine, the chocolate is a hell of a lot better than the filth they offer in the mess. Try it."

     I peered round for the other end of the link. "I can see you, but you can't see me." Anna continued, obviously delighted by our intrusion. Eventually she tired of our little game of hide and seek. "Look up, I am in the cockpit." She waved through the window. "I'd invite you up, but you'd have to be scanned. We are on standby duty in case the miner needs something." 

     I envied her, and said so. "Helmut's double checking the systems. I'm going through the logs. Great fun." She said and peered out of the display. "You two look grim. What's the matter, going to be sent heavyside."

     "Where could we find some fresh bread?" Randi asked out of the blue.

      Anna's big eyes doubled in size. "Try the mess!" she stuttered.

     Randi persisted. "If we wanted bread that is fresh out of the oven where would we find it." Anna's image ignored Randi, but was fixed uneasily on me. 

     "Pardon me. Too much coffeemix. I need to powder my nose." I said diplomatically and found the washroom. When I got back Randi was standing up. He grabbed my elbow and aimed me towards one door of a double booth from which a large elephant's trunk passage stuck to the side of the Rover. 

     "Strip naked. Put your clothes on the tray, and stand still until the light turns green. We may not have much time." He ordered. A couple of seconds later I was standing in my birthday suit and feeling distinctly depersonalized while a couple of freezing cold robot sensor arms explored me in embarrassing detail. At long last a light over the door in front of me turned green. 

     Anna greeted me in the belly of the Rover. "If those things were alive, I'd have them arrested for molestation."I protested," At least they could be warmed a bit."  

     "Don't complain," She replied suppressing a chuckle, "this is the real Moon. That's what you came to experience, isn't it? I have to go through that going on and coming off every damn shift. You would be amazed at what people will do to smuggle helium three. A couple of years ago a techie at Lambda managed to a fill a tube under very high pressure on his last shift. To get it back to Earth he stuck it up his anus. It broke catastrophically while he was in the rover. Messy, very, very messy!"

     Before I could reply Randi came in. Which was probably just as well. His jaw was set in an expression of controlled determination. He folded down a seat from the side of the rover and dropped onto it. Helmut's head and shoulders appeared through a hatch in the floor in the rear. He clipped a tool pack back in place on the bulkhead and joined us. 

     Randi gave the rover's crew a quick explanation of what he suspected was going on. "If I am right they will have put those module slices in with the hot waste, and they may try to get them back next half shift at the latest." He flicked his thumb in my direction. "She's all right, she knows about the bakery trade."

     "We finished hauling the cargo from the lifter last shift." Helmut said. "The hot stuff is at the miner, it will be buried before night fall." He shivered. "I will be glad to see the last of it!"

     "Just keep thinking of the bonuses." Anna interjected. " It makes it easier."

     "Where are they now?" Randi asked impatiently. "The hot buns, I mean."

     "Out of the shipping containers and stacked at kilo 27 with radiator caps on. They can't be buried until the shop fabricates their heat conductors." Anna broke in. "That's why we are waiting here. As soon as they are loaded we head for the miner."

     "Management does a devil's dance." Helmut said. "He wants everything covered up."

      Anna shrugged. "The office is frightened some astronomer on Earth will pick up the extra radiation from the canisters, but they are banked up with regolith. "

     "Louise thinks that one or more of them is in outside maintenance. It figures." Randi voice became urgent. "I assume they have been moving the waste, so one of them would have little problem in scavenging the interface modules."

     "And they're a close lot, outsiders never know what they are up to." Anna said with a mixture of distaste and respect. "Lockheads are always on the lookout for a little off the top, but then no one would do that job except for the money. How do you think they got the programs out? "

     "I haven't a clue." Randi admitted, "I do not even know if they are cooking the evidence. But if they are, once the program slices are buried with the waste they are gone for good. Alternatively, since they don't know we suspect them, they may try to get the slices back and reinstall them. Even if I am wrong those canisters have to be checked, and quickly."

     "You have no proof." Helmut apologized profusely but he insisted there was nothing he could do to help. The regulations strictly forbad taking unauthorized passengers, and as for letting Randi go to the waste cache, it was out of the question. There was a squeal from the cockpit. Anna keyed a comsport by the door. "Sorry you two, you will have to clear out, they're loading." She barked.

     Randi made one last plea, but Helmut was adamant. "I am the captain. This rover is my responsibility. I am very sorry but I can not help."

     Helmut turned to climb into the cockpit. As he did so, Randi jumped up and in an act of desperation pulled a slice from an inside pocket. "I may have submitted my report, but officially, until I am signed off after the 'stripes arrive, I am still collecting evidence about the wreck. I formally request your assistance in taking me to the waste cache." 

     Helmut frowned but took the slice and put it in a reader by the cockpit ladder. Meanwhile the rear doors of the rover opened and a tidal wave of pallets loaded with bars and plates of smooth black iron started creeping towards me. "OK." Helmut

said reluctantly. "Key yourself in, it is your responsibility. I will order an extra suit, it will be marked down to your contract. I will call the miner for someone to act as your crew. I suppose you will want a buggy too?" Randi was clearly favouring his bad leg.

     Helmut was half way up the ladder when he pointed at me. "You! Out! Now!" he shouted. 

     The advancing pallets pushed me from my seat. There are times when I wonder at my impulsive nature. I marched up to the foot of the cockpit ladder. "I am subcontracted to that contract. Randi needs a buddy. The fewer people who know about this the better. It has to be me." Helmut looked at Randi, who nodded slowly in resignation.

     Helmut glared down at me through the trap in the cockpit floor. "Lady, You have no suit rating!" 

     "Oh yes I do!" I replied and fished into the top of my coveralls and down my modest cleavage. Randi was wide eyed as he watched my contortions. "There," I said pulling out my certificate. "My suit rating, and still warm!" Helmut took it as if it were a dead fish. He read it with disgust written all over his features.

      "Costa Rica." he muttered, and looked as if he were going to a funeral, then as he handed my paper back. "OK, it's his responsibility.", he shrugged, "Make that two suits and a buggy." He commanded over our heads.

      Randi pulled me to the front and plunked me into a seat in the very nose of the rover. "You're crazy." he said emphatically

     "So are you. How much suit and buggy time have you had?" I replied.

     "Frankly not much. But someone sabotaged that lifter, and tried to kill its passengers, including me." He said firmly, "I must get to the bottom of this. But the surface is no place for a mud foot."

     A surge of anger surprised my next words. I gulped and collected myself. "I will be safer out there with you than in here with those goons after me." I blustered, hoping that my fear was not riding my voice.

     Randi smiled cryptically. Anna checked the cargo clasps as she eased her way round the pallets that now filled the cargo space. "OK, we have the suits on board. The buggy is deck cargo, outside." She said with clipped efficiency. "Strap yourselves in, and don't go walking around the cargo bay. I

will see you once we are moving." She flashed a smile and clambered gracefully up the ladder into the cockpit.

     To my annoyance Randi watched her departure with interest. But I was even more annoyed at myself. "Damn it," I thought, "I'm growing a big, warm, fuzzy spot in his direction. As if my life isn't complicated enough as it is." Then the doors of the rover slammed shut and we rolled gently forward.

                             Chapter 14

     Almost immediately the walls in the nose of the rover glowed as the forward view displays were activated. The rover stood under a blaze of lights as its exterior was searched by sensors that descended from the airlock's roof. Eventually they retreated and the lights dimmed. A little dust rose from the floor and then sank slowly back before the doors to the surface opened. 

     Somehow on Earth a display, no matter how well adjusted, and no matter how finely depthed, is still obviously a display. Maybe the atmosphere shimmers and we ignore it when we are outside. Maybe because the Moon is so totally alien that my sense of reality had become unfocused, I do not know. Here the display seemed different. It was as if the walls had simply dissolved, and literally nothing, stood between me and the panorama before me. The base communications towers cut sharp black scars down into the extended grey of the soil. The rolling plain reached for a short span then plummeted over the tight arc of the horizon. Above all the Sun glared down in disapproval on the insolent signs of human activity. 

     Range, size and distance seemed to be as bent as in a Dali masterpiece. We were silently gathering speed as we rolled past the low mounds that marked Freedom's little kingdom. The surface greenhouses glistened over to right as we swung out towards the well travelled track to the miner. I noticed sadly that the doors on three sets of vents now swung open to the empty sky. The infection had spread. Perhaps I should have stayed and volunteered to join Freedom's little army fighting to preserve something of Earth's transplanted bounty. But now I had chosen differently, but perhaps, I wondered, not wisely.

     Randi showed no interest in the wonderscape surrounding us in the nose of the rover. He had swung out a monitor display from the wall and holograph of a lunar buggy rotated slowly in front of him. A transparent image of a control panel hovered under his hands. Suddenly the buggy shot backwards and dissolved rear end first, like the Cheshire cat. Randi noticed me watching and grinned sheepishly, then once again he concentrated on his hands as the rover jerkily reappeared before him. 

     Anna's voice intruded from somewhere overhead. "This is

first officer Swensson speaking. "I want to welcome you aboard this journey by Theta Jockylines. Under your seat you will find emergency instructions. In the unlikely event of depressurization, you will be glad to know the our computer is ordained to accept the confession of your sins," she paused to stop a gallows giggle, "in the five seconds you will have before unconsciousness. For your eternal comfort it will then automati​cally recite the last rites of twenty five major faiths in the thirty seconds remaining before your life assurance policy matures. You will find basic ration packs under the toilet in the services cabinet and please put used barf bags overhead. Sorry, my mis​take, wrong way round." 

     "Seriously, Louise and, er, Ranjit, your suit ratings mean you know the emergency procedures. Please stay in your straps during this trip. With this load were are only doing 20 klicks so it will be over an hour before we reach the miner. Helmut wants me to stay in the cockpit, but unless something drastic happens I will try and answer any questions." 

     "Thanks for cheering us up!" I said acidly. I wondered if I could survive an hour's gut twisting anticipation. "Why is the miner so far from Lambda?" 

     "Sorry, but if you can't give and take the black humour you won't last long around here. The worse the outlook the blacker it gets. That was mild." Anna's disembodied voice trilled. "To answer your question. We have a 100 klick concession. The base is more or less in the middle. The miner scrapes down to about three meters, and it gobbles up 10 square kilometres a year. The hole it makes is 300 meters wide, so it moves two and a quarter klicks a day. We're paid to chase it. Easy! since it moves at about seven meters an hour. 

      We were travelling on a compacted track. The low mounds that marked the base passed. Anna was silent, and the view through the display wobbled slightly, showing we were still under manual control. The track became an avenue between lines of giant troughs that stretched to the horizon. Their open mouths turned greedily towards the Sun, while shadows of deepest velvet striped the ground between them. The rover began to creak and whine slightly as it moved as if protesting under its load. Randi's breath punctuated the background with the occasional snort as he struggled with the simulation of the buggy. A quiet conversation was going on in the cockpit. Clearly the crew were oblivious of the awesome vista before them. 

     It took us about five minutes to pass the base's power array, and its fallen forest of dazzling half trees gave way to the rugged, pock marked, boulderscape of the pristine lunar surface. The whine descended to a whisper and the rover slowed

to a crawl. "Cable duct." Helmut's voice barked from somewhere over head.

      "Cable duct." Anna responded. "Going to automatic." There was a pause. "Beacon blue 7. locked." 

     "Blue 7 locked." Helmut replied. The road ahead was two narrow tire paths. It was straight and flat. It rode over small craters on small embankments and ploughed through the walls of larger ones. A low continuous berm marched alongside us out and over the rim of nowhere.

     "Thanks for keeping quiet while we were in the array." Anna's face suddenly emerged from the lunar sky. "You should see your expression Louise."

     "I'd had almost forgotten I was looking at a display." I said. "Anna, You gave me a shock."

     "Now we are on automatic, I can relax a bit. Reflections from the power array can mess up our microwave guidance, so on this route we have to do a little driving." Anna grinned, "Keeps us in practice. With a load like this we have to keep right on the compacted tracks, and it certainly wouldn't do to hit the power cables." 

     "Cables?" I muttered looking around for a line of utility poles. In the distance I found one unbelievably tall, slender mast, and that was it.

     "You are looking at a communications tower. There is no wind and not much weight, so masts can be real high. Have to be with this close horizon." Anna had missed her calling, she should have been a tour guide. "On your right you see a remarkable two meter high pile of dirt covering the power cables leading to the miner. The soil insulates them, so they stay superconducting. They are carrying a hundred megawatts. The cables are ceramic, so they are quite brittle. Knock the soil off those and it would be a spectacular end to a fine career."

     The rover slowly picked up speed as Anna happily chattered on. Like most isolated professionals she was only too eager to have an interested audience. As she told me about radiation storms, the fuel cells, and the auxiliary solar power reflector on the roof, I could imagine Helmut punctiliously checking his cockpit while pointedly ignoring his boringly noisy co‑driver. 

     Suddenly the landscape changed. No longer a magnificent, if alien, desolation, the Moon had been transformed into a circle of hell. Now, if ever my evening is ruined by the minute, but endless small talk of a party bore, I transport them to this place, for eternity. Before us was a perfectly

flat, utterly grey plain. No craters, or rocks, the excruciating perfection of the surface was only interrupted by occasional curved rock walls a metre or so high. "Welcome to the Sea of Tailings." Anna continued. "The result of 15 years' of mining. The screens you see shadow the surface plates that cool the hot buns. We are now turning to head for the miner." The rover stopped, then slowly turned along the shores of boredom to follow a line of square footprints over ten meters long.

     "It walks?" I asked in surprise.

     "Of course it walks! On Earth it would weigh over 250 tonnes empty. The lunar dust would chew tank tracks to powder in no time. Think of all those moving joints!" The landscape outside shifted off to one side. Anna must have inserted an open image of a vast turtle with a humped carapace and straight sides into the centre of the display. Through its shell could be seen conveyors, fur​naces, pumps, and tucked off to one side was a tiny insignificant image of a man. "This is how it moves." Anna explained. The monster sprang into motion. Four slabs rose from the ground at its side, moved forward on vast axles and descended to lift the monster from its rest and slide it forward in its turn. "It does that every hour as the regolith, the soil, is processed."

     "What does processed mean?" My reporters habits were keeping my mind off what was ahead. Anna's voice stopped me dwelling what waited for Randi and me at the miner.

     "Shake and bake! It is scraped up, beneficiated, sorry ground up and sorted and then the dust is heated in a radio frequency furnace." Anna seemed only too willing to distract my fears. "The iron particles in the soil melt and the grains explode like popcorn. Gas collected from the Solar Wind over billions of years is released and collected. The metal is pulled off with a magnet, and the waste is used to heat the next load. Then it is dumped. Real simple, only it is all done on a vast scale. Most of the metal is just iron and it is dumped back at the base after the gold and platinum, and some other useful odds and ends have been extracted."

     The miner vanished from the display as the rover slowed and swung onto a side track. "We have to wait for an inbound hopper." Anna explained. "We slow down to take corners. Little weight, little friction, but the inertial side forces are the same as heavyside. Like driving on ice on Earth." A squat compressed version of our rover trundled past pulling six high sided wagons and a couple of compressed gas tankers. "I did that job for a couple of years. " Anna confided. "Teleoperating from base. Regular shifts, nice cubicle and you are a vehicle captain, sort of, but boring!" 

      After a few minutes we swung back onto the main track. "Won't be too long now, we have a clear road to the miner."

Anna's voice announced. It suddenly struck me that I really hadn't a clue what we were going to do when we got there. I opened my mouth but no words came out. 

     "We get out 300 kilos of HE three a year. That is well over a couple of billions' worth." Anna continued to chatter as my subtle apprehensions matured into crude terror. "Then for every kilo we get 12 tonnes of volatiles. We sell as much as we can, the rest is used at the base. Finally as a bonus we extract 4 kilograms of glitters, gold and platinum, for every kilo. It all helps to pay the bills." Anna sighed. Her voice paused and took on the controlled veneer of the experienced professional. "Estimated Time of Arrival: ten minutes. Prepare for arrival. Officially you can wait until we arrive, but I suggest you guys get into your suits. We will have to depressurize your cabin to unload." As if to emphasize her words the hatch to the cockpit above our heads clanged shut and its clamps slid into their locks.

     Randi killed his simulation and we clambered over the cargo to the suit locker. "Washroom first." Randi reminded me. The suit hung face to the wall. I opened its rear door and reached up to the overhead trapeze bar like a real dusty, when a pair of male hands closed around my waist, swept me up and dropped me feet first into the suit. "When I want your help, I'll ask for it." I complained through the back of my neck.

      Randi simply shouted: "Arms!"

     "Arms check." I repeated the drill. Now I was in a space suit, my fears retreated, only to crouch expectantly in the shadows. 

     "OK Back Shut. Locked. Check integrity." Randi droned on.

     "Check." I replied. I released the suit hangers and stepped back. By that time Randi was already in his suit and running the automatic checklist sequencer. The lunar landscape no longer shone from the nose of the rover, and though the open visor of my helmet the sounds of the rover faded.

     We sealed and hooked our umbilicals to the rover and waited. Loud bangs and clicks intruded from the rear. Anna's voice came in through my helmet. "Seal yourselves, we want to evacuate the cabin." Five minutes later the rear doors opened, and with a final "Good Luck, you two." from both of the rover's crew we disconnected ourselves and once again I stepped hesitantly out onto the Moon. Last time I had been forced to walk the surface, this time it was by my own free will. Somehow that made it far more alarming. 

     Two of the miner's crew in suits met us on the surface. They had already unloaded the buggy. One of them silently grabbed me by the arm and pulled me over to the right seat, strapped me in, and hooked me into the buggy's systems. My vehicle looked like something straight out the last century. A little larger than the one that carried Apollo astronauts, certainly, and it had two small pipes on one side and two larger pipes on the other poking upwards next to a large cruciform tail. Otherwise it was a bare plate chassis, four wire wheels, some motors and electronics and two seats open to the big black sky. Randi hadn't joined me. He was standing next to the rover's open doors with his suit hooked into a connection in the vehicle's skin. 

        From my vantage point the only sign of the miner was the top of a shiny carapace some distance away poking over the rover. The ground crew started the handlers to move the pallets onto flat bed trolleys lined up behind the rover. Randi still didn't move. To my left the ground sunk suddenly into a deep pit that seemed to reach half way to the horizon. Two metal turtles ten metres high squatted on the distant rim. One was almost opposite us, the other was far forward, and almost hidden behind the rover's nose. Two arrays of thick wires bound the miner to its distant slaves. 

     As I watched the nearest set of wires tightened and from the dark shadows in front of me a land raft emerged into the void pushing a small mountain of soil against the transverse wall of the pit. At the same time a second raft began its journey in the opposite direction across the far end of the pit, filling itself as it went. After a minute or two it vanished behind the rover. 

     The buggy swayed, and I found Randi had joined me. "OK?" he asked over the intercom. Through his visor I could see relief and excitement written on his face. "Let's get this over with. All checked." He gave me a quick review of the buggy's controls, and then a thorough tour of its communications systems. 

     "The smaller tubes on my side at the back have two signal rockets. Use them last. Initiate a mayday data packet, one of the low orbit microsats will pick it up. But you may have to wait an hour or two. Stop the buggy and erect the parasol antenna and let it find Earth, remember the two and a half seconds delay. If anything does happen: Scream for help and wait. Only try and drive this thing if you absolutely have too. Keep the speed down. They are trickier than they look." He raised a hand to the crew and hesitantly eased the buggy back out onto the lunar plain. 

     "My God. It's vast!" I exclaimed as the miner emerged from behind the rover. It had risen up on its massive feet to loom more than fifty meters over the ground. The light reflected

from its back cast strange distorted shadows under our wheels. Only the windows of a small cabin protruded from the smooth sweep of its back. Hatches covered the entrances to the caves in the vertical cliff of its side. A dozen or so flat boxes on wheels covered with arms and manipulators cowered in its shade. They had little room or use for a human driver. 

     "We have an hour's start." Randi's voice broke into my thoughts. He faced away from the miner towards the rim of a small crater on the horizon. "Everyone always put that stuff in a crater. It doesn't make any difference to the dose, but we all feel happier." He let go of one of the buggy's controls. It swerved slightly. "They will be ready to bury the waste in an hour or so. If we find anything suspicious, we just have to drop one of these collars over the container." He pulled a couple of shiny metal strips out of a box between our seats. "Then the robot waste handlers won't pick 'em up. The guys back there will then send a tooler to open them up and have a look inside." 

     "Sort of like ducking for pennies." I said dubiously.

     "Not even that. We don't have to get close. We have fishing rods, sorry remote manipulators, on board. They are down by your leg." He waved clumsily at a set of rods clipped to the side of the buggy. "Standard equipment."  

     "The suits have twelve hours apiece. The buggy has over 48 hours' oxygen and water, and our cooling is through the radiators in the tail. We could ride to the base and back several times from here." Randi said cheerfully. "This will be a picnic. No solar storms are forecast. What could be nicer than a pleasant drive, with an delightful companion, on a bright sunny lunar morning." Maybe it was the tension, but the thought of romance while wearing space suits had me giggling uncontrollablely.

     Fifteen minutes later we breasted the rim of the crater. Randi called in our position to the miner. The tops of a couple of dozen bright orange half meter diameter cylinders emerged from a large pile of dirt a few meters high a couple of hundred meters away. Each one was topped by a tall finned cap. Randi stopped the buggy 50 meters short of our target. He waved a box rather like the one Frank had given me towards the nearest cylinder. "It's all right. There's not much leakage, the fins are warm though." 

     "What exactly are we looking for?" I asked as we walked slowly towards the cache.

     "Signs that some containers have been tampered with. Something different." Randi slowly circled at a respectful distance. "Watch your umbilical to the buggy, you might tread on it." 

     I muttered something about it would be easier to waste a little cooling water and go over to the backpack as I edged sideways in the opposite direction. By now Randi was opposite me. "Seems OK here. " He sounded disappointed. 

     "OK this side." Came from me.

     We ended up on the far side of the pile. Without realizing it I had spiralled inwards. Our supply lines made an uneven circle around the waste. I turned around to face Randi. I think he tried to shrug inside his suit. "The pile seems to be undisturbed." He said at length. "Maybe I was wrong."

     "There's something," came from me, almost to my surprise. I turned back and edged forward. 

     "You shouldn't get any nearer." Randi warned as I closed the distance to the nearest container. 

     At an arm's length I could see it. "I have it." I said triumphantly. "Two, no three of the caps aren't screwed down so far as the others. I can see the threads showing."

     "Back" Randi ordered. "Don't tell me which ones, let me check." I retreated as he stepped forward. "The two on the far right and the one behind it. Agreed?"  I agreed. 

     "The waste is potted in glass and cast into standard lengths." We were back at the buggy. Randi unshipped the fishing rods and locked them into position. "Those fins have to be screwed down tight for thermal contact. If there was nothing extra in those containers their tops would be glowing by now." He handed me half a dozen marker collars. "You have done your part, now it's my turn. Stand back where we were and put these into the jaws of the manipulator as I need them." 

     Randi was asking for the first collar when a flash of light high up in the sky caught my eye. Against the black sky a bright mote was descending lazily towards us. For a second I let my arm drop. "What..? Run, Louise." Randi's voice bellowed through my helmet. He had dropped the rods and was kangaroo hopping towards the buggy.

     I wallowed in his wake, almost tripping over the supply lines. The ground under my feet suddenly shook me to my knees and as Randi pulled me up onto the buggy we were pelted by stones.  Randi said nothing. He simply piled our lines onto the buggy and hit the controls. Somehow I closed my seat harness as we lurched backwards and then forwards before swerving to the right as the rim of the crater erupted with a column of flame. "Oops" Randi said.

     Then we were over the top and moving fast towards the miner. "Over there!" My outstretched arm nearly decapitating my driver. A large buggy with telearms stowed between its wheels was racing in from the direction of the base. It was only half a kilometre away and closing to cut us off. Something flared and skimmed over the lunar plain towards us. It hit a boulder twenty meters from us and silently flew into fragments. " 

     "It's no good. They are jamming the suit frequencies. I can't raise the miner." Randi voice was desperation edged with panic. He swung the buggy through a right angle as something shot overhead. "They are firing foxhole diggers and signal rockets at us. Not accurate, but point blank they would be deadly. I think we have found our bandits." He said grimly. 

     We zigged, they zagged and our rococo trails embellished the billion year lunar stillness. Despite Randi's desperate efforts the pursuit closed. "We could fire a signal rocket," he tapped one of the two smaller tubes. "but we would have to stop. Help wouldn't do us much good. They are forcing us away from the miner." We squeezed through the narrow gap between two boulders. "Any better, Louise?"

     "A little." I had turned to look back. "They had to stop. They couldn't get that buggy through the gap. Now they've had to go round." 

     "What about one of these big tubes on my side?" I asked, trying to turn against my straps.

     "It's a mortar. You can't fire one of them. " Randi gasped as he fought the buggy's controls. "If you are caught out in a Solar storm you fire one. It goes way up, then buries itself a couple of meters down, waits fifteen seconds and blows a fox hole. Then you jump in and wait and until the storm is over, and hope you don't cook or suffocate in the meantime." He whistled as yet another rocket smashed behind us. "We better think of something fast, the motors are overheating."

      Ahead our path was cut by a trench and blocked by the steep side of a three meter high berm of dirt. "Oh shit." I cried, and started fumbling for the trigger of the nearest fox hole digger. 

     "At last!" Randi yelled and dove the buggy into the trench and then swung to follow the berm. "Louise, where are the bandits?" 

     "Lost 'em." I said, "They swung the other way just before you hit the trench." I turned back to find that a kilometre on the berm disappeared into gently sloping ten meter high wall of soil that bent away in a gentle curve. Randi didn't swerve or slow down but simply charged up the embankment. As we lurched

over the top I bounced from my seat into my harness. We descended into perfectly circular artificial lunar crater something more than half a kilometre in radius. The floor was covered by a thin forest of widely spaced slender poles. They held a dense spider's web of wires five meters above the ground. The berm emerged from the wall and headed straight across to the centre that was occupied by a conical tent of a building 10 meters high and perhaps 50 meters or a bit more in diameter. Half way across the floor a two meter cube sprouted from the top of the berm and from there ridges radiated out across the floor to the poles. 

     We plunged head long into crater and aimed for the centre. The black shadows from the wires sliced across our suits as we bounced across the ridges. As we hit the last ridge, twenty meters short of the centre, the buggy slewed sideways, rose up on its left wheels. Very slowly as if in a dream it tipped me onto Randi, then dropped him onto the ground before it came to rest leaning precariously on its side, two of its wheels uselessly stirring the vacuum.

                             Chapter 15

     "Oh screw!" Randi groaned as I unhooked my straps and rolled onto the ground beside him. " The motors seized." He looked up at the buggy's control display that was canting over little past the vertical. "At least the suit supplies on the buggy seem to be still working." He threw in a couple more obscenities, and then begged my pardon. Nothing spoils a good swear like an apology, so I added a few choice epithets, in various tongues, and felt much better for it. 

     "You should teach me some of those, they might be useful." Randi said as he stood up and looked around. "I am going to disconnect my suit from the buggy. There should be communications access in that alcove where the cable berm enters the shield. You try get a signal rocket loose. "The radios seem to be OK now, though we can't reach the miner from here."

     "It's no good." Randi called in a couple of minutes later. "The link's there, but it's dead. I think our friends must have sabotaged it down the line. That's probably why they turned off back there. I'm coming back." 

     The other buggy suddenly rose onto the crest of the rim wall over the central berm. "You'll find filing your copy a little difficult from there!" course baritone laughter rumbled threateningly in my helmet. Randi turned and made a hobbling imitation of a hundred meter dash back to where I crouched between the wheels of our tipped buggy. There was a flash of ignition in the distance, a streak of smoke and a rocket careened off one of the wires and flew into pieces on the ground half the way from the wall. The web above us danced in

shock. 

     "Idiot!" a tenor voice with a polished British accent burst from the radio, then silence.

      Randi slid behind the cover of the buggy, and after a little fumbling hooked up to its systems. "Any luck?" he gasped over the private link.

     "The rockets have been crushed, but I have got the two diggers loose. I can give'em a point blank broadside." I said, swinging the nearest one's muzzle towards our attackers.

     "Lot of good that will do. To hit them you'd have to see the whites of their eyes. Somehow I don't think they'll come that close." Randi squatted down and sighed. "Now what?"

     "They aren't coming any closer, " I peered over the edge of the buggy,  I looked around. "Just what the hell is this place?"

     "It's Theta's main ISU. Its power store." Randi's voice was little more than a murmur. He sounded like a man who has considered his options, only to find there are none. "That shed's just a dust screen, vacuum inside. It contains a giant flywheel. Think of a spinning bicycle wheel on its side, only the tire is inflated with a couple of thousand tonnes of sand. It takes electricity from the solar array and stores it as spin for the night. It also acts as a buffer for the miner during the day. When the miner rises it sucks current, then when it settles down it squirts it back. The squirt comes here. The beast can't work properly without some sort of load." Randi groaned and slumped on the ground, "That's my business." 

     "We still want what you have, and this time we are going to get it!" growled in our ears. "You won't kick me in the balls this time!" 

     "Get much closer and I will blow them off." I responded. "Why aren't in bed recovering like a good little thug!" 

     "The nurse would agree, but a little pain wouldn't keep me from this!" The distant buggy started to creep down the slope into the crater. The voice gasped slightly. "How many shots have you? One, two, we have plenty. Pity you had such a fatal accident during your the first visit. But this is the Last Frontier."

     Another flash and a trail of smoke ended against a pole. Metal fragments arced towards us as the pole collapsed and its network of wires fell like a curtain from the web to the ground. "Very good. You couldn't wipe the pilot until he was half dead and lying down." I taunted. "I suppose you found Mary's knock out applicator in the wreck." 

     "No! I didn't kill him!" flew back. "I was just making sure he hadn't taken that slice." The baritone was pleading. "He recognised me and passed out." 

      "When I give an order don't do it." The second voice broke in suddenly. "Don't do it... !."  The link went quiet. The buggy moved forward, stopped and then edged around the base of the distant wall to regain a clear line of sight.

      Randi kneeled and peered cautiously over the buggy. "What are the wires for?" I asked desperately.

     "They're the emergency load." Randi crawled round the buggy and fiddled with the buggy's communications systems. He moved his hand across the neck line of his helmet and crawled back. "The wires are a brake. They're iron, high resistance. If you have to stop that beast behind us, you switch all the power into the wires. They glow white hot, and sag, that's why they are up so high." 

     "Anyway of doing that from here. It might send a message." I suggested.

     "The system's remotely controlled down the power duct. No one comes here when it is operating, for good reason." Randi replied with resignation in his voice.

      The buggy had stopped. We waited for the next rocket, but this time a shell rose high into the sky and plummeted into the ground twenty meters in front of us. There was an explosion and sand rattled against the floor of our tipped up buggy.

     "Oh bravo!" I sent to our attackers.

     "Enjoy yourself." The baritone voice rumbled confidently. "Soon you won't be able to laugh." Their buggy eased forward. "We had hoped to put the lifter's slices back, but by now the hot buns will have been picked up. So soon they, like you, will be sealed, buried and forgotten. You really should know better than to mess with things you don't understand. It's a pity, but now, thanks to you, there are things to arrange back at the base." The voice rose slightly in anger, "We are in rather a hurry but there are a couple of small items we need from you first."

     "You won't get away with this." Our situation was desperate. I had been reduced to throwing cliches. "Remember our suits are recording all this."

     "What a hackneyed line." The tenor voice responded, the accent was excessively English. "But my dear Mizz Chan,  we will get away with it. Don't insult us, we are professionals. Once you can no longer get in the way, it will be simple to destroy or shatter your slices. It happens all the time, especially when there is an accident. OK let it go!" The voice ordered.

      Another shell looped towards us. It hit a little to the front and ten meters to the left. It exploded as it hit. This time our buggy shook violently as clods pounded the seats.

"Taildirt! I told you to use the same tube to get a consistent elevation." crackled in my helmet. "Do you want to hit the ISU." Again there was a click and silence.

     "Like to taste a little yellow." Randi had started to extemporize at my side. 

     "You know better than to try shooting that peashooter at this range. But, thank you, that will be one less tiny detail to worry about when we get back." The confident tenor came back on the air. "Fox hole diggers are unstable things, you know. They can explode when a buggy falls over."

     "Even if you wipe us out. You will still have to report it." Randi cut back, his voice trembling slightly.

     "No problem." One of the figures in the distance had descended from the buggy and was standing by its tail. "Sorry to keep you waiting. We need to reload the tube." The tenor purred malevolently. "Paranoia is not rare in this isolated, alien environment. You two have been heavily traumatized recently. You obviously went loonie. Looking for modules in the waste, indeed! What a crazy idea. You are not trained for outside work, we saw you, and simply came to assist, but you ran away. When you didn't answer our hails we tried to fire across your bows to stop you, but you fell over and." The voice paused. "Poof. What a pity."

     "You won't convince the police. What about the missing modules." I took up the challenge. 

     "Over eager scavengers and a little petty theft." The voice was mocking. "Don't worry, the police will want to be convinced. We are rich in ways of being very convincing." The buggy moved fractionally as if lining up its cross hairs. "I don't want to be rude, but I think it is time to end this conversation. It has been nice to meet you again, from a safe distance, of course."

     "Sorry I can't say the same." I grasped the trigger of one of our fox hole diggers. "Randi brace your back against the buggy." I ordered over our private link. "But if you insist, allow me." I called over the radio as I eyeballed my target, and fired. 

     The recoil catapulted me back onto my knees, and it was a few moments before I again peered over the edge of the buggy. A satisfying cloud of dust hung right in front of the large cube sprouting from the middle of the berm. "That wasn't much use." Randi's voice started sarcastically and tailed off abruptly. 

     "When she blows, it should break the cables and take what ever is in that box with it." I said triumphantly, "There's our message. It might stop the miner burying those slices, and maybe even the cavalry will arrive in the nick of time." Through the corner of my eye, I saw the enemy's buggy swing round and head for the earth wall. 

      Randi grabbed my left arm. Even through the heavy suit he wrenched my arm painfully. "That hole!" He screamed, pointing to the recently made mortar crater. "Get in it, lie absolutely flat. FAST!" He was gone and running with no sign of a limp. On the way he released his umbilical with one quick movement of his arm. I took the hint and followed as best I could. As I reached the edge of the meter deep hole my umbilical snapped tight. It was jammed under the fallen buggy. Long black shadows suddenly speared across the lunar plain from the poles and painted my suit as I struggled to unhook myself. The radio screamed noise into my ears.

     The digger had gone off and a sun bright ball of flame hatched from the middle of the berm. From the phoenix's nest, wings of electric fire flapped sideways, and two of the poles toppled. Dazzled I struggled blindly to release myself. I felt a violent thump against my suit. Randi must have punched the emergency release. I was free, and wrapped in each other's arms we tumbled headlong into a refuge I could hardly see through the after images burning my eyes. Fiery reflections danced on my visor against the black sky as I lay on my back in the crater.

      From somewhere came the sound of anguish. The short, shrill punctuated scream of agony of a chain saw hitting a hardened nail. It rose from the ground and into my suit to set my teeth on edge. Then a vast black fist swung past my nose and momentarily blotted out the sky. When the day comes that God tires of the human race, I will know what to expect. It had gone before I realized it. Only to be followed a heavy blow that hammered the back of my head against the helmet and rattled me like dice at a crap shoot. Then silence. It seemed to be over. I felt no pain, and I didn't seem to be injured. The rim of my vision was starting to recover. Now only the Sun cast its familiar reflections against my visor. I raised my head cautiously, and looked towards our attackers. They had gone, the poles had gone, the wire had gone. Even the outer wall had vanished. In its place a thick cloud climbed from the surface and reached halfway to the sky, while the edge of its skirt rolled ominously towards me. 

     Randi rose beside me, took one look, grabbed me by the shoulders, and pushed me sideways into the pit. As we lay side by side, he reached over and pulled me to him. Something rattled off my shoulders and a couple of loud thumps sounded through the ground. Something heavy had landed close by. Everything went dark under a solid rain that beat down on us. Instinctively we hugged each other and our helmets touched. As the light returned I gazed into his eyes and saw a deep emotion reflected there. Something primal, powerful and passionate

stirred in Randi as he held me close. For a brief precious moment I looked into the soul of a man with his hand stuck to a grenade as the pin falls out!

     The storm passed quickly and with a little, rather stiff, mutual help we stood up. The plain had emptied. There was not even a sign of our buggy. The berm had been eroded back nearly to the wall, and the surrounding wall now slumped forward and was poorly defined. The building was a storm wrecked tent of crumpled foil through which rose a thick column topped by a massive wheel that spun slowly for a few seconds before coming to a halt. 

     "You OK?" Randi fussed, " Let me check your suit. OK, Good? Now you walk round me." he ordered. "Keep your using the radio. They will be looking for us."

     "You look OK. I've got 11 hours 50 minutes on board." I replied. "What the hell happened?"

     Inside his helmet I saw Randi shake his head. "I have just over eleven and a half left. You blew the fuses!" he sighed. "When that digger exploded it broke and shorted the main cables. ISU's have to be quite smart. If that arc had continued all the superconducting cables back to the base would have gone normal and cooked, so the system tried to switch off. However!" he emphasized his word, "You can not simply disconnect a big generator like that, you get huge surges, and make everything worse. So the controller in there. " He waved a glove at the surrealistic construction that stood where the flywheel had once been, "tried to hook up to the emergency load, the wires and the poles, to absorb the surge. But," his voice rose sharply in pitch, "Anne Oakley here had just blown the load's distribution gear in that big square shield to bits."

      A trace of professional pride came into his voice. "With nowhere to go it just dumped its charge. It struck an arc and cut its spokes at speed and you can guess the rest. The wall was there to catch the rim and not throw too much heavy stuff at the centre afterwards."

      There wasn't much to say after that. I looked slowly around at the devastation I had caused. The gods of space must have been killing themselves with laughter. In a bemused whisper I asked "What happened to the heavies and the buggies?" 

     "You're kidding! A wall ran into them at over a thousand klicks." Randi sounded utterly exasperated. "Then the ground rose up and buried them. If you want to find them now, you'll have to use a shovel and a microscope!" 

     We sat down in the shade of the remains of the

ISU's roof and waited. After a few minutes Randi shook my hand, hugged me and thanked me. "But next time I need saving, don't bother." He said wearily. He looked up into the sky and waved. "There must a rocket from Theta up there looking down at this mess, and listening to our chatter by now. Explaining this to Primer is going to be real fun."

     We were down to ten suit hours when a familiar voice warbled in our ears. "You guys OK?' Anna's tones graced the radio. "I see you kids have been messing up the sand box again? This is getting to be a bad habit. Can you walk over the wall, or what's left of it?" A long thin mast with a flashing light rose above the rubble to our right. "We could drive over, but we'd rather not try the rover on that muck. We are parked on the other side." Two figures were already trudging arm in arm over the plain. From time to time the taller one hopped uncomfortably, but didn't stop.

     I helped Randi up the ramp and into the cargo space of the rover. A couple of large rainbow coloured pressure tanks almost filled its space. "Hook your suits up to our support." Anna ordered. "We were on the way back with a load of volatiles, and off shift, when the base called us." I switched to internal communications. "We want to keep the cabin in vacuum. We knew you were all right, but a couple of maintenance types have done their usual trick and taken a buggy without following their task plan. They are way overdue, and we have been searching for them." Anna sounded agitated. "Neither the rocket the base shot to find out what happened to the power, nor the surveillance satellite can find a sign of them anywhere. You might be required to help." She paused. "What a shift!" 

     Randi was seated at the rear with one leg out straight. His arm swept out in a wide arc towards me as he offered me the opportunity to explain. "Well, I wouldn't bother to look for them. Anna." I began as the rover started forward. I went over the grisly details three times for the rover crew, before Helmut finally stopped. 

     "Then there is no point in going round and round this dirt pile." Anna said. "Two sets of new buggy tracks came this way but none come back. We are heading for the base. I'll pressurize the cabin."

     A wave of utter relief swept over me as I removed my helmet and let it clatter to the floor. Thankfully I let the sanitized air of the rover slowly cleanse my lungs of much more than waste carbon dioxide. Randi hadn't moved. His helmet was still sealed. I pushed him and he slumped forward in his seat. Even on the Moon he was heavy lump. His head rolled as I wrestled desperately with his helmet. The clank and hiss as it came off didn't disturb Randi in the slightest. He was sleeping

like a new born babe. I propped him up in his space suit as best I could and left him to his dreams. Being Joan of Arc didn't suit me and I gratefully threw my tin suit into a corner, before curling up on three seats. I had a feeling I was going to need all the rest I could get. 

     I woke suddenly. The rover was no longer moving. "Hi sleeping beauty." Anna called down from above. Randi still sat fast asleep, like the tin man from 'the Wizard of Oz.' with a cherubic smile on his face. "We holding outside the base." The forward display came on. A ring of lights lit up a cleared area outside the main airlock. Far above a bright light glittered in the firmament.  For a moment I thought was a mortar shell, but it flared and slowed. "Corporate Flea on ballistic from Alpha." explained Anna. 

     "Buzzards" said Helmut viciously.

     The light resolved itself into a swat cylinder about four meters across and six or seven meters high. Several bright flames jabbed downwards from its underside as it descended. White smoke drifted across the lunar plain, hiding the bold corporate logos emblazoned on the flea's side. "Tripropellant rockets" Anna's voice snorted in the cockpit. "Aluminum, oxygen and a dash of hydrogen. I know it's cheap, but that smoke is a pain to remove from ground equipment."

     "Corporate lawyers are a pain." Her captain replied bitterly. "and there is no way to remove them."

     The flea briefly disappeared into a cloud of dust and smoke as it landed, before settling gently to the ground on its legs. A tunnel telescoped out from the base and locked to its side. The pad lights went out. From the far side of the base a rover with a high windowed dome on its back appeared followed by several tug rovers pulling an assortment of trailers. The leading rover headed for the airlock while the tugs parked their trailers against the base's loading locks.

     "Go back to sleep Louise." Anna advised. "That's the convoy from Alpha with the 'stripes. They've made good time. It will be quite while before we get a slot."

     In no time, it seemed, Anna was shaking me. "We're home. Give me a hand with Randi." He yawned luxuriously and we started to pry him from his suit. As we removed his left boot he howled in agony. Under his sock his ankle was puffy, tender and swollen. As he insisted on making his own way to sick bay I piloted him painfully through the base tunnels. The doctor tut‑tutted gently as she removed his socks. "Thank you Louise. You can leave him with me." she said quietly and gave me some

pills. "Here take this, it will let you sleep. If anyone bothers you before the next up shift refer them to me. It will give you a little time to get over the shock." As I strolled slowly away I could hear the doctor's voice rising to wall rattling medical machine gun patter aimed at Randi as the doctor examined his foot.

     I wasn't too surprised to find that my quarters had been trashed. Freedom's camera, the suit computer and its helmet were missing, as were many of my data slices. My call to management was switched to a sharply featured brown woman with closely cropped hair wearing grey coveralls with a dark blue stripe from high collar to wrist. I was told not to touch anything, I'd be reassigned, and five minutes later I was settling into a clean life boat a couple of doors down the corridor. My shift's sleep was disturbed from time to time by the unmistakable and measured thud of size 13 police boots. I found out the next up front shift that I was now sharing my billet with the gendarmarie.

     The next few shifts were a bathtub plug hole swirl of interrogations, waiting in the mess room, confirmations, examinations, more waiting and the occasional short opportunity in the media suite to start work once again on something for Suzi. Everyone on the base clearly wanted know what had happened out at the ISU, but knew much better than to ask. I was strictly warned against talking to any of the other survivors of the lifter crash.

      The police recovered my missing data slices from somewhere in the offices of Highland Services, but then refused to release them. So, like any good professional I had to fall back on the slices in the security pouch around my neck. Primer was lurking in the background when I was finally forced to hand over the original data slice from lifter's space suit to a disturbingly polite police inspector. I missed bouncing off Randi, who was permanently confined to sick bay.

      Finally I found refuge in the greenhouses and volunteered to help Freedom control the infection that was killing her beloved greenery. "Thanks!" She looked haggard and drained as she welcomed me warmly, "We need all the help we can get. Check every plant in this chamber for signs of green scale. I don't want to evacuate yet another one."

      It was over coffee that I offered my suggestion to Freedom's dispirited little cohort. "If you can't starve, suck or poison it, why not try feeding the damn thing to death?" Bail Out had turned out to be a short, likeable, but voluble man from Mexico City. His main preoccupations seemed to be hustling the black market and trying to marry off an endless supply of available relatives. He very gently explained the

fundamentals of closed ecosystems and that I had made an understandably mistake. Wong told me I was an idiot. Freedom, at the end of the table, promptly ordered him to fill a test tank with infected soil, stick in some plants and give them all the light, carbon dioxide and compost they would take. 

     Next shift he hesitantly called me to the door of his laboratory. "Fungus survives vacuum, grows in stress, but will not spread fast enough when conditions lush. "he explained without letting me in, "Over two and half atmospheres and high carbon dioxide our engineered pseudo‑lichens win against it." then abruptly added. "Pardon. Have lot of work." and closed the door in my face.

     Freedom met me in the corridor. She put her worn hands on my shoulders. "Louise I owe you a full night's dinners and more, but for now please keep out of the way, pressurizing the infected modules and with that much carbon dioxide is going to be risky. I must talk with inside maintenance to see if we can hold the over pressure by partially filling the gap between the inner and outer vent covers." She turned me towards the tunnel down into the base. As I thoughtfully began to return to my quarters I heard her thanks fading away to silence behind my back.

                             Chapter 16

     The artificial Sun that hung from the ceiling of the lounge was heading for the western horizon when I was summoned for the last time to the base office. Primer now occupied the receptionist's desk in the outer office and glowered at me in silence as I came in.  Almost at once, "When Mizz Chan arrives send her straight in." rang from the intercom. Instantly Primer's expression changed. As he gazed through the open door into the next office his face said  "I am kissing your arse, so I can chew your balls." more clearly than any words.

     "Ah, Louise Chan." The police inspector occupied a padded arm chair from the crew lounge. A muscular black man with a closely shaven head, diamond tipped eyes and a thin scar on the right cheek, he physically dominated the space behind the desk.  His grey coverall was marked by broad blue strips down the arms and three metal crescents on the shoulder. A label announcing "Neil" was stitched across his left chest. From time to time this unfortunate piece of cloth had to stretch around what was clearly the shape of a large holster containing a bulbous pistol.

      Randi occupied a metal stacking chair on the victim's side of the office. His foot was now encased in a massive old fashioned plaster cast propped up on a chair wedged against the  office desk. He smiled ruefully at me as I came in. I skidded another metal chair across the floor and sat down next to the door and looked across at the fourth occupant of the office. 

     The executive lawyer, for he could have been nothing else, was a short, tanned man in his late forties. He had a large nose, and exuded a confident viciousness. Like everyone else in the room he wore a standard coverall, however, his was made out of natural fibres, and clearly it had only recently been hand tailored to perfection. He lounged easily in Primer's high backed leather chair that had been pushed to the rear of the office next to the coffee maker. He coughed slightly and flipped open the rose‑wood veneered electronic aide‑memoire lying in his lap. 

     The Inspector looked slowly from Randi to me and back again, and placed a desert dish sized glass dome on the desk. "This will be recorded for police purposes." He rattled off some book keeping details into the fish eye recorder, then continued. "We have just about completed our investigations into the crash and the subsequent events." His accent was New England laced up with Los Angeles, and polished with police academy. "You two have been most, ah, helpful, but there a few details that still need clarifying, and I think you might shed some light on them. I hope you have no objections to Mr. Rosenbloom," He nodded over his shoulder at the lawyer, "being present on behalf of Theta Corp."

     The inspector rattled on for a few minutes going over the details of Randi's report and the results of the police investigation. Our lifter had almost certainly been sabotaged, however, by the time the miner's power had been corrupted by the ISU dump two of the suspicious waste containers had already been sealed. The lawyer's eyes never left me as the inspector described the highly fragmentary evidence of the buggies that had been found at the site of the ISU failure.

The NOTAM slices had indeed contained a vicious virus. Confronted with this evidence and under professional interrogation Paul had reluctantly admitted hacking my lock and stealing my data slices. He had proudly admitted his involvement with the True Technology movement and resolutely refused to believe they would risk innocent lives for the cause. Eventually, even the 'stripes had decided he was not suicidal and knew nothing of the sabotage of the lifter. Ascension was checking its security as the infected NOTAMs must have been installed at the launch site. 

The nurse had a number of suspicious payments in her accounts and was working under police supervision, and would be sent back to Alpha in custody. 

     "So, I think you can see it is all coming together rather nicely." The inspector relaxed back from the desk. "Unfortunately, the one container that had not been sealed contained only interface modules, and they had been so badly damaged by the radiation that any virus traces would have been obliterated." The inspector sighed dramatically as he explained that consequently the authors of the programme virus could not now be traced. None the less, the space navigation administration had issued an priority order that all the old lifters that had used that particular software must upgrade their programme modules immediately. Given the fragmentary, circumstantial evidence, the criminal investigation of that aspect of the lifter crash would be suspended and left open. 

     "The base doctor has suggested that Mr. Linton's erratic behaviour was probably the result of delayed trauma." The lawyer nodded slowly behind the inspector's back as Neil continued his monologue. "So I hope you will agree that he should be quietly sent back to Earth at the earliest opportunity to recuperate."

     "What about his research?" I asked, "He expected to go to  Beta." With my unexpected defense of Paul the lawyer stiffened ever so slightly. 

     The inspector pulled out a plain aide‑memoire. "Linton" he barked. "That has been arranged." he said a length. "His surviving fungus spores will go to Beta and he can run the telelab from Potter's Bar. He is clearly not suited for these alien conditions." I smiled in agreement and nodded. The lawyer relaxed and activated the coffee machine. 

"Do you know who wrote that killer virus. The one in the NOTAM?" I asked.

 The lawyer tensed and broke in before Neil could reply.  "We have a fairly accurate idea of the pedigree of that piece of work." His hard nasal accent from the Eastern seaboard had a savage undertow. If sharks could speak, they'd sound like that. "Pursuing an international case of software contamination is always complex and jurisdictionally involved. A simple criminal investigation," his eyes flicked contemptuously to Neil's back and then returned to me, "followed by open court proceedings, is expensive, time consuming and rarely leads to a satisfactory outcome. Not to mention the very bad publicity for Lunar Industrials. I you will agree we should not give the perpetrators exactly what they wanted?" 

His hands came to rest on his belly and his fingers interlocked tensely around a couple of large golden executive club rings. "ThetaCorp has suggested that this matter be treated as a discrete exercise in operational security. "The policeman nodded slowly in agreement. "Find out and plug the gaps in security that allowed this to happen. Dismiss and black list the confirmed suspects, and so on." He looked at Randi and me for agreement. "I understand that it might not be entirely satisfactory,  but I assure that if you leave it in our hands, those found responsible will not go, let us say, without a due measure of discomfort." I reluctantly signalled my acceptance of his judgement in silence.

The inspector's words broke in over the slight whir from the coffee machine.  "We have identified the gun Mr. Singh handed over." He keyed a message into the office console, then continued," It was reported missing three years ago from Alpha's reactor complex, and we know there is an operation to traffic contraband lightside. So far we have not been able to locate the conduit. Those yellow darts of yours were almost certainly their merchandise. 

     Neil sat up stiffly like a school principle addressing misbehaving children. "We have focused our investigation on the later events leading up to the emergency dump of the ISU. The we have studied the slices from your space suits most carefully." He stopped as if waiting for us to speak.

     "What more do you want me to say?" Randi broke the silence. "I have already answered all your questions a dozen times."

     The inspector rubbed his chin. "We presume the maintenance team were working under a black contract to erase the modules from the lifter. You threatened their contract. Simple enough, but they were also after the slice from the suit Mizz Chan wore on the surface. Linton had some misguided idea of publishing pictures of the baked goods the lifter carried, but your attackers can not have been after it for that reason. Even the tabloids could not have compensated for the loss of their legitimate business activities, let alone their black ones.

     "I told you." I interjected, "They weren't just after the slice, but also that suit. I think that's what the pilot was trying to protect in the lifter. He may have expected the computer bug would clear itself on cue, but we got in the way." 

     Inspector Neil looked down his nose at me. "I don't agree, they clearly wanted that slice, but the suit was simply a bigger target. They swapped suits to hide their theft. When they found the slice was missing they dumped it."

     "What did you find on the slice?" Randi asked.

     "That's the puzzle." Neil clattered a small cup on the desk. "It seems to be routine. The suit spent its time in the pilot's locker. The camera was off, so it only recorded its environment. Sensors were a bit faulty, but for an old stored suit that isn't entirely unexpected."

     "Could be some hidden tracks somewhere." Randi added.

     "Forensic back at Alpha will check that. But, I don't think so, the software we have been using here is quite sophisticated." Neil replied. The coffee machine behind the lawyer ceased to sound. 

     "Let's see the tracks you've got, while we have coffee." I suggested. 

     The Moon's surface holographically hovered over the office desk as a sour faced Primer came in with a large tray of pastries. He tried to say something to Rosenbloom, who dismissed him with a wave of the hand. 

     "Your camera record." The inspector was talking over a disappearing doughnut. My pictures of the crash hovered over the desk. He inhaled a large mouthful of coffee. "Nothing unusual." He waved his hands over the desk. Nothing happened, he tried a second time a little more slowly and the Moon's surface was replaced by a test pattern and a registration code. "Now comes the suit environment." A series of wavy strings filled the space over the desk. "Time along the flat. electrical, humidity, pressure, transfer from the space craft of its navigation log, etcetera in the vertical." he said.

     "What's that line." Randi was peering intently over the plaster peak of his propped up foot at the displays. "The one that goes up and down between its limits." 

     The Inspector keyed the air over the desk and various lines lit up in turn. He finally stopped on a line that was a series of more or less evenly spaced rectangular teeth. "Interior suit pressure. Obviously a faulty sensor or a bad connection. It's bouncing from max pressure to zilch."

     "No." Randi was emphatic, "Look at the end there." Hardly visible, at the very end of the trace the line rose a tenth of the way up the scale and levelled off. Then it stopped. "That

was when Louise was on the surface."

     "That's ridiculous." Neil was a man wanting to kick himself for missing the obvious. "That line goes up to, er." Some scales appeared against the pressure line. "10 atmospheres, then back down to vacuum."

     "Look at the temperature." Randi insisted. "It is a series of spikes that match the pressure. When it is pumped up it gets hot. Then it cools down a bit. Then it depressurizes and cools off fast. Then it goes all over the place because there is no gas to measure." 

     The lawyer was poured himself another cup of coffee and waited for the conversation to come back from technical hyperspace. Primer's crystal ball caught my eye.

     "Helium three." I blurted. Randi and the inspector turned suddenly to look at me. "They were filling it with helium three!" Every line vanished except the ones the inspector had now marked as pressure and temperature. A third line joined them. It was slowly rising and falling wave with flat peaks and troughs. 

     "The route log?" Randi asked. The inspector nodded. "It fits. Fill it on the Moon. Suck it dry on Earth. They check the suits that the pilots use, but Boris never used that suit. Everyone overlooked it."

     "Zoom in on that pressure trace." Randi asked. "See sometimes they sucked it then refilled it a bit before the trip back." Randi lent back. "I think they weren't always coming back empty. I think you have just found your contraband conduit inspector. But why did they leave the slice in the suit?"

     "To protect their assets." The inspector grinned. "They didn't trust each other, or the pilot. He was just a courier. He took it to orbit from Delta and back again. There must be other pilots in on this racket. This suit has been cycled on just about every trip. The slice made sure someone didn't cream a little off on the side. From orbit the lifter dropped to Ascension on automatics. There have to be contacts at both ends to handle the cargo."  The inspector closed the lines together and examined them closely, wanting to believe Randi's theory but clearly not yet convinced. "Ten atmospheres! That suit must have blown up like a balloon. It was a bomb ready to burst." he said.

     I turned to Randi, "I told you the leg was stiff. That is why that oaf tried to stop us getting into his cabin. He was frightened there was a shipment hidden in the spare suit." 

"Even if he was going to die?" Randi asked doubtfully.

"Even if he was going to die." The inspector returned grimly. "You might have still communicated with Alpha. The Russian mobs take out failure on the families."

     "Where is that suit now?" The lawyer asked. 

"It's a crumpled up cube of metal in the loading bay." Randi replied.

Immediately the inspector was barking into the office communications console. Primer's voice whined back. "Oh and get the helmet we recovered from that maintenance crew and have your lab test it too!" Neil ordered. He swung back from the desk and turned to face everyone in the office. "I am having the crushed suits heat and vacuum tested. If one of them has been used to traffic helium there will be enough adsorbed residuals to detect them."

     The lawyer looked blank. "The pressure would force some of the gas molecules into the metal of the suit, and some would stay there even when it was pumped out." Randi explained. "If it is there we will find it. That's why they wanted to get rid of the suit. So they put it in the scrap pile."

     "Why not just take it out to the miner and bury it?" the lawyer asked as he put his cup down. 

     "Too big to smuggle out, and tracks last a long time around here, so it isn't so easy to loose something that way." The inspector replied helping himself to the last doughnut, "but they did get those modules out."

     "They must have had a regular supply of gas to keep that suit filled." Randi noted, "Those maintenance types reacted very quickly to our crash, so they might have been in on a smuggling ring. Any evidence?"

     "Alpha's checking the communications logs, but if they were part of an organized ring, they would have used a code."  The inspector added, "This base has had a long time, low level leak. The miner always seems to produce rather less than what the soil assays predict." The lawyer's knuckles suddenly showed white as he gripped his computer. 

     "It wouldn't be too difficult for someone in the miner crew to leak a little rough gas. That's well known." Randi had leaned back and was gazing at the ceiling in concentration. "The oxygen, nitrogen and the organic gases are cooled off and separated as liquids over night at the miner. They then burn off the hydrogen with a little oxygen and freeze out the water. But that still leaves the helium three as a gas mixed up with a  lot of ordinary helium and some neon. Helium three is frozen out at near absolute zero back here on base, and then it is guarded like a king's ransom. Every microgram is accounted for."

      "So assume you've leaked some rough helium, then you'd have to move a fairly big bottle, say a spare fuel cylinder, to make it worth while." Randi fiddled with his left ear in thought. No one interrupted him. "OK, leave it by the miner and outside maintenance collects the bottle." His hands waved around the outside of something a meter or so long and twenty centimetres in diameter. "Then get it into the base."

     "There are a hundred ways of sneaking the gas out of the

base." The inspector said. "The commonest is to put it in the emergency fuel reserve of one of the convoy rovers. That's an old trick, but one that is hard to trace. Helium is inert. Company security are not all that well paid, and have been known to look the other way."

     "So the problem is getting it into the base from the surface." Randi mused. "The airlocks are continuously scanned and there are random vehicle checks in the holding area. Not even a bad cold should get in from outside."

     "Paul's spores did!" I interjected. "That rot in the greenhouses, it loves a vacuum. Poor Freedom has not seen anything like it before. Someone who had been out at the crash site must have carried it in!" I concluded triumphantly.

     "What has that got to do with helium three?" Rosenbloom demanded.

     "Perhaps a lot." Said the inspector. "Yes." He displayed some sort of log file over the desk." 

     "Primer knows the rules. I will give him that." Randi was twisting his head to understand his behind the orchestra view of the log. "He instituted AA plus decontamination procedures as soon as he found out about Paul's little samples. The greenhouses were biosealed from the base until it was cleared."

     The lawyer had privately summoned Freedom on the communications link. I saw the image of the back of her head form over the desk. He introduced her to the Inspector as "Our biosystems head." There was a short exchange about DNA matches and hazardous biocargo loading manifests. Freedom's image faded and a tense silence descended on the office for several minutes. 

     Chains of amino acid symbols suddenly formed over the desk. Freedom's voice burst in. "It's one of the ones that was lost. I checked against all the samples that were saved and brought into the base. But that thing came in from outside while we had a decontamination seal up." She sounded angry and puzzled. "It hit biochamber 2 first and that is at the opposite end of the site from the base access. There has been no sign of it in the base!" Inspector Neil thanked her, and left her to her work. As she signed off she added, "Thanks to Louise's suggestion we are beating it, slowly." 

     "The biochamber vents." The inspector said dubiously. "There is no other way."

     "Right." said Randi firmly. "Maybe that's how they got the program modules out. Someone inside dropped them inside the vent while the outside cover was closed, then closed the inner cover. Even the cameras wouldn't see you behind the greenery. One of those goons then fished them out of the vent from the surface after scavenging the modules from the wreck. The greenhouses are right next to the base's holding area, rovers and buggies park there all the time. Only his tools were dirty. Paul's spores must have been all over them."

     The lawyer looked intensely at Randi and the Policeman. "Could they have done the same with the company's helium?" he asked.

     "There is a stove pipe corner at the bottom so you can't get a cylinder around the corner." Randi said quickly. "It wouldn't be worth stealing rough gas in small quantities. Petty Cash!"

     Neil interrupted. "I am going to be unpopular with your charming biosystems head, but I need have those vents checked." With that the inspector started issuing orders into the console. "My team will report back shortly." He said eventually.

     We all relaxed, except Rosenbloom. "If you don't mind, inspector, there is one little remaining detail I would like to clarify." The inspector nodded. "Mizz Chan, you made a statement that you fired the rocket that cut the power cables and resulted in Theta's main ISU dumping its rim. Correct?"

     "No it was a mortar, a fox hole digger." I replied sharply.

     "Whatever." Rosenbloom's voice was soft velvet over precision steel. "The suit records are intermittent, and blurred. They show you pulling the trigger, but did you actually hit the cable berm as you claimed? Might you have been exaggerating a little?"

     "Of course I hit it."

     "Think carefully. The audio records in your suit clearly record the criminals in the other buggy preparing to fire also." Rosenbloom glared at me. 

     "I fired that mortar." I insisted.

     "Agreed, but you were thrown back, and all you saw was a cloud of dust a few seconds later. Would you agree that the other buggy could have fired the shot that destroyed the load controller? Rosenbloom showed his sharp teeth.

     "They didn't get the chance. Anyway they were aiming at us. Why would they hit the cables?" That shot was my one stroke of genius. I was loathe to give it up. The lawyer persisted. I was becoming annoyed at being cross examined over something trivial. Beneath the line of the desk, Randi tugged at my sleeve. 

     "You can't be absolutely sure though that you fired the round that actually hit the cables, can you? " The lawyer continued, 

     I paused. Randi was nearly tugging my sleeve off. "Well, no, not absolutely sure!" I said doubtfully. "I fired." Rosenbloom stiffened, "My shell could have shaken their aim, and," and a little deflated added, "I suppose their digger could have hit the cables."

      The lawyer relaxed. "You would be prepared to amend your statements to that effect?" Reluctantly I agreed, and did as he asked. Randi let go of my sleeve as Rosenbloom reminded me of my discussions with Primer. "I understand you are interested in writing for the company, I would be most interested in seeing a sample of your work, when you get back to Earth." 

     With that the inspector turned to Rosenbloom with a satisfied air. "I think should be all sir, don't you." and turned to Randi and me. "Thank you for your co-operation." The lawyer agreed. Randi pulled out a couple of collapsible crutches from under his chair and hobbled out as I held the door open.

     "Just a minute, please." Primer caught us in the outer office. "Thanks to you." He glared at me. "We are running on our secondary power reserve, so we are instituting a partial shut down for this night. We are transferring all non essential personnel. Extra transport will be arriving shortly. Mr Rosenbloom." his voice took on an obsequious tone. "has negotiated a bonus contract with Mr. Singh. He will stay here to help restore the ISU that you, uh, took out of service." Primer's voice became pure vitriol, "Ms. Chan you have been allocated a rover slot to Alpha. Please be ready to leave on short notice within the next shift. Thank you." His expression added 'good riddance,'

     For the last time I lugged Randi back to sick bay. "I think the doctor has put lead in this cast. Just to slow me down." he said with his arm tightly around my shoulder. As we turned a quiet corner we clinched hard and kissed deeply. 

     We separated just a little and I couldn't help grinning. "It would take a lot more than a chunk of plaster to slow you down." 

     "Me! I have to run hard just to keep up with you." He replied. We meandered along the garishly coloured tunnels wrapped in each other's arms, with people in a hurry dodging round us. "Without me around, in another couple of days you would have reduced a century of human progress on the Moon to rubble." He murmured.

      I stabbed him gently in the ribs and sighed. "After all this I am going to miss you. I will probably on the way to Alpha in a couple of hours. At best there's only tonight, sorry back shift." 

     "In sick bay, with this foot?" he gave me an tight hug and

kissed me gently. "The doctor doesn't trust me. She's probably right." he deflated like a pricked balloon. "Until that damn ISU is working again I will be in sick bay or the teleoperating booth. But I will be thinking about you. You sure make life interesting! It will keep." 

     We turned the corner in front of sick bay. "One thing I don't understand. What was that lawyer on about. Who cares who hit the damn cables?"

     We separated and Randi leaned on his crutches. "If Theta Corp. sued you for liability for the damage to the ISU, how much would they get?" he asked. 

     "Enough to keep that slimy law pusher in toilet roll for one visit to the can." I said.

     "Right, and how much if they sue Highland Services who employed our friends with the buggy and the diggers?" Randi continued. "Drop in if you have time before you go. I won't be going anywhere." We fell into a last deep embrace, with Randi threatening to over balance the pair of us. 

     "I was just telling the doctor it would be nice if you two really got together." Mary had burst through the sick bay doors behind us seated on a wheel chair. The computer sketch pad was firmly wedged in the pocket behind her seat. 

     "And what did she say?" I asked from Randi's arms.

     "God help us the rest of us when they do." Mary grinned. "I am sorry, I can't talk, I have to run. Saul, er that nice Mr. Rosenbloom is giving me a lift to Alpha in the corporate flea, and he has to leave at once."

     We looked at her in amazement. "He came to ask me questions about the crash. I showed him my work, and now he wants some paintings created on the Moon for the company offices. He says he can get me some real paints and paper, even here."  She continued hurriedly as she wheeled past us at top speed. The motors of her chair whistled in protest. "Keep in touch you two. Just address your messages to me on St. Helena, everyone there knows where to find me." she said happily as she vanished around the corner. Then she was gone. 

     We had one more long good bye kiss, and stood back. "Well, 'til we meet on Earth." I said.

     "Nonsense." Randi said. "I owe you a night out on the town in Alpha. It's much more fun in low gee." 

     I looked at him suspiciously. "What makes you think they

will let me back, or even that I want too?"

     "Oh yes! You'll be back, and not all the managers and lawyers on the Moon will be able to stop you!" Randi announced confidently. "Remember what I said after the crash. If I squeezed you hard dust would come out. From now on there will always be a part of you yearning to be out there under the stars." 

     We had a final, final hug, said our goodbyes and Randi disappeared into sick bay. I floated back to my quarters five centimetres off the floor, and ran straight into Anna. "Good. I was looking for you. They've got me going to Alpha in the hour. You can have the observer's seat."

     I mumbled my thanks through the rosy fog that filled my brain. "Excellent. You won't have to share a seat with Paul for eighteen hours." Anna chortled. "I was frightened he wouldn't arrive in one piece. Be in the loading area in half an hour." As she turned she smiled and said. "You two are going to be a wild pair."

     "Shows that bad?"

     "Worse. Just remember when you get down to it, the Moon is  small world after all." Anna waved as she headed down the tunnel.

      Freedom and Frank met me in the loading bay. "Here, have your camera back." She said, "The police found it in the outside maintenance locker rooms and returned it to me." She gave me a warm embrace. "I have written it off the inventory as unrepairable, and here are the data slices you were using. It's yours, keep it. Thanks, and Oh! I'll keep an eye on him for you. You must drop in again sometime." 

     I worked my way around the large tanks that filled the cargo space of Anna's rover. The only other passenger was one of the base security guards seated at the front of the cabin. He was chained to a small golden gas cylinder. He eyed me suspiciously as I hauled myself into the cockpit. Helmut shook his head in greeting as I installed myself in the small rear seat.

     As we pulled away from Theta, at last I could settle down to my profession. Anna was happy to act as a documentary anchor and I filled slice after slice as the dark shadows lengthened over mysterious lunar plains. As the solar disk sank to the horizon, every small crater became deep Avernus that led to the underworld. Every ridge and peak a dazzling pyramid raised in homage to the dying Ra of the Sun. 

     "We like to run our loads in daylight. We get ten percent of our power from the reflector along the rover's spine."

Helmut had joined in and was reciting the rover's operational manual from the jockey's seat. It was a long trip. By the end I was looking forward to some sleep. "That's Alpha." He said. A couple of towers jutted over the horizon. Then we swung away towards a series of low mounds. "Alpha's service zone. Mustn't disillusion the tourists, must we." He said cynically. 

     I never saw Alpha's famed concourse. As I swung onto the cockpit ladder, Anna called. "You have been transferred to the Delta convoy. It is leaving in two hours, don't leave the service terminal area." She turned in her seat. "It has been great to know you. See you heavyside, and that's a promise." 

     Helmut offered me his hand. "You have certainly made life interesting during this day, but I'll glad to have a peaceful night. Good Luck on the trip back."

     I didn't even have the chance to try one of the famed scotch and lunar polar ice cube cocktails in the Astronaut's bar. Alcohol is not allowed outside the tourist zone. An officious woman from the terminal administration met me off the rover and immediately shunted me into a holding area. Within an hour I was in yet another rover waiting to sway its way across the lunar plains. Its interior was filled with a row of tiny cabins fitted with fold out beds covered with clean sheets. I was asleep even before we started moving. 

     Delta was a cross between a Spartan shopping mall and an overcrowded office complex. I settled into the small room that had been allocated to me and activated the communications console. A large bundle of electronic mail was waiting for me. The lunar authorities had arranged for me to return to Earth by the next gas wagon that would blast off in thirty hours. Suzi had been working herself into a frenzy trying to contact me. But her messages were now moot. As I had been sitting in Alpha my contract had been purchased from the 'Wandering Rom' by one of the major multimedia houses. Ever suspicious, I scanned Delta's data base and found that the publisher was a division of the same conglomerate as Theta Corp. Rosenbloom had been busy.

     "Crime in Depth." now wanted a lurid piece on how I, with a little help, had defeated a syndicate of helium three smugglers. Copies of the recordings recovered from the lifter's cabin cameras had been waiting for me. Once again I saw the pilot explode from his tank and leave me with a swollen lip, only to be subdued by a sweet, devious, little old lady. My new editor had already covered my advance and ticket and I could claim a generous per diem, and there was a lunar publicity contract to follow. 

      I finally had a chance to review carefully all my slices. Once again I was looking out on the apron at Ascension. There was the corporate jet coming to a halt by the railway to the

summit, then everything was a blur as I had kicked my long lost organizer under the table. But, as I looked at those images now, for a just a couple of frames, behind the plane, I could see bright orange boxes lying on the tarmac. I admit that my conscience groaned just a little as I consigned that segment to the cutting room floor icon. Rates for tabloid pieces are juicy, and a contract to write glossy handouts can be down right succulent. I bought a few souvenirs, including my lunar patch, but every time I wandered away from the main concourse I was met by one insistent official or another warning me about entering a restricted zone.

     I hardly said two words to the pilot of the gas wagon on the way back to Earth. He stayed in his cockpit. I floated around the lonely hold trying to calculate how much the contents of the golden spheres around me were worth. I discovered that counting that many zeros after the one is a very good way of going to sleep. As we skimmed into and out of the atmosphere I suffered the agonies of aerobraking in the darkness of my life support tank. The pilot didn't even bother to put the safety video on.

     I did have a couple of wonderful days sightseeing as I orbited our beautiful planet in the space factory complex. Then I plummeting down on Florida in one of the regular industrial shuttles. If you want to find out what that is like just rent a slice from any virtual squared experience emporium.

                             Chapter 17

     At last I am back home overlooking the North West Pacific coast. The rain finally stopped during the afternoon, and the Sun set hours ago. As I finish this story the quarter Moon floats in the clear sky above the mountains and plays lazily with its teeming reflections in the harbour. Moon beams flit like butterflies around my little apartment and chase the shadows thrown by the light from my display screen. The space where I filed my bills is occupied by a large mug proudly displaying an ancient Greek letter rampant over the lunar landscape. My coffee is strong, fresh and real. I won't sleep well tonight. 

     The Moon's light finally comes home to rest in a corner of my soul. I wipe away a couple of tears and read my communications. Mary is finally back on Earth and at work in the south Atlantic. She insists that I take the Imperial Aviation Services connection from Ascension to her little semi tropical island. If it was good enough for Napoleon, then, I suppose it should be good enough for me.

     Freedom and Frank have sent me belated New Year's greetings. Cleaning out the greenhouses with a reduced staff while Theta has been on stand by has been very difficult. She doesn't mention her crew in her message. I tell her I have had the camera fixed and it is helping to pay my bills until my insurance company coughs up for my lost parrot.

     The news mixed up in one of Randi's many rapidly scribbled billet‑douces explains Freedom's problems. One of the crushed suits had indeed been loaded with helium three. The police found that the corners of the vents of some of the greenhouses had strange scratches and dents. The smugglers were dropping full cylinders into the vents so that their outlet valves could poke around the corner towards the interior of the greenhouse. They then closed the outside covers. Someone on the inside arrived with an empty cylinder, opened the inside cover and simply used a tube to drain the gas from one cylinder to another.

     The police interrogated Bail Out for two shifts before they discovered the Chinese technician was quietly paying off his family's debts to the Macao casinos. It seems he had hidden a gas cylinder in one of the plant sprayers, and he collected the gas as he performed his routine chores. He is now on his way back to the Mother Land to be re-educated in the virtues of Confucius. Two of the remaining outside maintenance team have been arrested and the rest transferred. A couple of workers at the miner have also been sent back to Earth for trial. Last month a cryogenic separation lab was found hidden in the air conditioning systems of Delta, and four of the technicians there have been arrested for smuggling. 

Even a cache of contraband hootch and drugs was uncovered at Gamma. Now several pilots have been suspended on half pay during the continuing investigation. The newsnets on Earth have said nothing about any arrests taking place on Ascension, but on our noisy planet, is that surprising? The big fish always swim through any net.  

     After several unsuccessful starts during two difficult lunar days Theta's ISU is at last up and running. Randi rattles off the tedious details of how to vibrate the spokes to balance the gravel in the rim, then sends his love. I like an engineer who has his priorities sorted out. I reply with part of my first draft for my next glossy script about the Moon. I send him my love, and the promise that we must meet again soon. With a little luck I might be able to wangle a trip to Alpha off the next contract.

      There I go again! In a very weak moment I tried to contact Ascensions travel services, and received a digital announcement that its services were temporarily suspended during a corporate re‑organization. Sometimes I even wonder how Paul is coping back at the University of Potter's Bar following Professor Kendrick's unexpected and fatal heart attack during a scientific conference in Minsk.

     'The Moon offers a challenge to all those who are willing to invest their wealth, harness their skills, and even risk their lives to enrich themselves and their fellow citizens. The lunar environment is alien and uncompromising. Rightly the Moon demands nothing less than our best, for she is utterly unforgiving of any weakness or lack of ability. In return our satellite bestows a limitless bounty of non-polluting energy and precious metals on the Earth, and provides the fuels and building materials that make our expanding interplanetary economy possible. For millennia the Moon has cast its spell over lovers and the tides. Today she radiates a vision of hope and a shines as a beacon of prosperity over the whole world.'

     I read and re‑read my manuscript. I haven't mentioned that the Moon is also the guiding star of Vampires, Werewolves and Lunatics. The editor will prefer it that way. For a long minute I watch the glowing cup of the Moon balance on the highest peak in the distance. 

     The Moon's a Whore. But aren't we all these days?

                          THE END


It’s no fun anymore! 

                       Senior Scientist  1982  Also see Spycatcher.

