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The Moon Mirror stood against the far wall of Chelsea's office like a silent, mocking indictment: Sucker. For all she avoided looking, it drew her gaze like the tongue to a broken tooth. Maybe it was time to have it removed to some obscure storeroom – Johnson Space Center had plenty of them.

And hand your detractors the evidence to claim you have a guilty conscience. Chelsea looked out the window at the gibbous Moon above the Houston skyline. The phase was just close enough to full that one could see it as the plump face of the Man in the Moon, eyes wide and mouth rounded into an "oh" of astonishment.

Or the fat face of Senator Forsythe as he rants to the Joint Committee about "rogue scientists" despoiling the priceless heritage of humanity. You'd think  we were shoveling Apollo moonrocks into the oven in job lots, instead of choosing the specific rocks that had been studied to the point their scientific potential was exhausted. Can't he see the whole point of the Moon Mirror is a proof-of-concept demonstration, to show what we can do with lunar resources?

Chelsea's hands balled into fists of frustration. This project was supposed to make her name as a NASA scientist, maybe even secure her a place among the astronauts who'd crew the first permanent moonbase and put those processes into practice. Instead, she was becoming the scapegoat for a powerful senator's wrath, all because her signature was on some key paperwork.

But it still doesn't excuse falling behind on your other responsibilities. By force of will Chelsea dragged her attention back to the computer with her half-completed report on the findings of India's latest lunar probe. The summation and interpretation of the data had required trivial effort. However, when she needed to switch from expository to persuasive prose, the words all knotted up inside her and refused to come out.

How could she awaken a sense of wonder in cynical and world-weary legislators? How to make them feel the same excitement she'd experienced in grade school science class back in Mishawaka, Indiana, watching those grainy videos of the original lunar landing, or when her family took her down to Spring Mill State Park in Lawrence County and visited the Grissom Memorial? What words would convince politicians to allocate money for new missions to the Moon, not just to plant more flags and footprints, but to stay and build permanent bases?

Heck, what could she say that wouldn't risk looking self-serving? She faced a real possibility of dismissal from NASA, even criminal charges, if she couldn't get enough of the Senate on her side to counterbalance Forsythe wailing that the Apollo moon rocks should be treated like holy relics.

A flicker of movement in Chelsea's peripheral vision startled her. Except there was no one else in here, nothing but the desk, chairs and filing cabinet deemed appropriate to the office of a civil servant of her pay grade.

That and the damned Moon Mirror, shining silvery in the shadow like something filled with centuries of stored-up moonlight. As absurd a notion as Senator Forsythe equating her months of careful deliberation on the value of individual moonrocks with the antics of a pair of interns who stole a trunk of lunar samples so they could have sex on the Moon.

Back to work. Chelsea needed that report on her supervisor's desk tomorrow if it was to get it to the NASA Administrator in time for key testimony before Congress. Even if her own hopes of becoming an astronaut were dashed, she didn't want to wreck others' chances.

Yet the sense of a presence weighing upon her mind refused to let up. The harder she tried to fight it, the more certain she became that it centered upon the Moon Mirror. "All right, if you're so damned hungry for the Moon, you can have it. Just let me alone so I can get this report done in time to get a little sleep."

Moving the Moon Mirror wasn't that difficult, since the aluminosilicate produced by lunar samples was lighter than ordinary terrestrial glass, even in full Earth gravity. However, when Chelsea grasped its frame, her hands prickled as if touching a strong electrical field.

She shrugged it off as nerves and set the Moon Mirror in front of the window. At once the load lifted from her mind and the words began to flow.
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THE STREETS OF HOUSTON and its suburbs were never quiet, but in the wee hours of the morning traffic had become light enough that Chelsea got home in less than thirty minutes. The moment she stepped in and turned on the lights, she knew something was wrong. Heart pounding, she scanned her surroundings.

Unlike her office, where NASA policy limited personalization, she'd filled her apartment with every kind of lunar memorabilia she could legitimately acquire. Although photos of the Apollo astronauts and spacecraft formed the core of her collection, she'd also acquired movie posters, even artwork. Beside her original Apollo 13 theatrical release poster hung a painting of a werewolf howling at the full Moon. On a Chinese wall scroll the mythical Chang-e flew to the Moon after swallowing the Pill of Immortality, not far from a replica of petroglyphs in which Australian aboriginal dancers leaped and gyrated among the stylized stars and crescent Moon.

There on the far wall by the dinette, the Apollo 14 crew photo lay on the floor. Chelsea picked it up, casting a rueful look at the grinning face of Alan Shepard. Trust that self-important jerk to be the problem, just like his attitude toward the scientific side of his Apollo training had resulted in the loss of unknown amounts of knowledge for future geologists. Senator Forsythe couldn't believe his state's native son could blunder. Thus Chelsea's determination that the bulk of the moon rocks Shepard had collected had no further scientific value had become an affront to the entire state of New Hampshire. Never mind that the project team had made a point of including in the Moon Mirror at least one rock gathered by each of the twelve Apollo moonwalkers, even Harrison Schmitt, the professional geologist who'd done impeccable work, Chelsea had to be punished for her slight to the Granite State.

Even as Chelsea returned the Apollo 14 crew photo to its proper place, a ferocious yawn overcame her. She had to get to bed if she was going to be worth anything tomorrow.

However, rest eluded her. Sleep came in fits and snatches, interrupted by bad dreams. In one of the least unpleasant, a young Alan Shepard had sidled up to her and said, "Oh, you and me baby, we could take on the world." When the alarm rang, she felt worse than when she'd gone to bed. Should she just call in sick, hope she'd feel better tomorrow?

No, malaise was no excuse to miss work, even if she weren't already in trouble. Nothing to do but drink as much coffee as she could hold and drag herself in.

Chelsea had no more than arrived at her desk when she got a sharp reminder of the diuretic effect of caffeine. Much as she disliked trotting off to the restroom right after starting work, she didn't have much choice.

Moments after she got into a stall, she heard footsteps. Damn. With her luck it'd be Patty Smythe, administrative assistant to Lunar Resources Group, and a world-class gossip.

At the sound of giggles, Chelsea's dread dissolved. Patty Smythe might sneer, she might snip, but she never, ever giggled. Whoever was out there whispering, then murmuring in rhythmic patterns, it wasn't the woman Chelsea suspected of passing malicious information to someone on Senator Forsythe's staff.

Chelsea emerged to find two junior interns, looking a little unsteady and blushing all the way back to their ears. The half-heard recitation snapped to clarity in Chelsea's mind and she understood why the teens hadn't wanted to be overheard.

She couldn't keep her lips from curling upward with the memories of her own introduction to that particular bit of childhood lore in a grade school restroom. "Isn't high school a little old to be playing Bloody Mary?"

The teens exchanged awkward glances. At least neither of them was trying to claim it was the other's idea.

Chelsea let her smile widen in genuine warmth. "Don't worry, I'm not going to rat you to your supervisor. I did my own share of playing Bloody Mary, back in the day." She told them how she'd taken a scientific approach to it, trying mirrors in different places in hopes of proving that variations in one's surroundings had an effect on what one perceived. However, she decided to leave out how her mother had punctured her feeling of accomplishment by pointing out that she looked just as silly as the girls who were actually trying to conjure up the long-dead queen.

Both teens' eyes brightened, and they began to talk about their own introductions to the scientific method. Their animated conversation lasted only as long as it took to walk halfway down the corridor.

The older woman was also on Lunar Resources Group, but they hadn't worked closely enough for Chelsea to remember her name without a surreptitious look at her ID badge, which had flipped over on its lanyard. Right now her attention went to the junior interns. "Don't you think Dr. Ayles is rather busy to be chatting right now?"

Except her tone made it sound more like, Are you sure you want to be seen talking with her right now, considering she's in trouble and it could rub off on you?

Chelsea wondered if that woman had taken lessons in sarcasm from Alan Shepard. Lord knew she was old enough to have worked here when Shepard was still with NASA.

Once the two chastened junior interns were hurrying down the hall, she turned to Chelsea. "The boss wants to see you."

Not a good sign. Chelsea's absence from her desk, however brief, had been noted by superiors. In her precarious position, even a trivial black mark could push her across the tipping point.

Her guts churned with sick dread all the way to the office of the head of Lunar Resources. At least the administrative assistant's desk was empty, a small comfort. But Dr. Maxwell was in, so there would be no avoiding this conversation.

He did invite her to take a seat, and she tried not to collapse into it. But there



















[image: ]





[image: ]







































[image: ]












[image: ]
















[image: ]






























[image: ]































[image: ]















[image: ]
















d2d_images/cover.jpg
Leigh Ifimmel

The Moon Mirror






d2d_images/scene_break.png





