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      There were twelve decently expensive rectangles in a non-geostationary orbit above the Earth. The rectangles were composed of a metal alloy that was both strong and lightweight, with the former being an especially important feature for an object expected to survive in space, and the latter especially important when trying to get it into space.

      Each of the twelve rectangles was precisely ten feet long, five feet wide, and nine inches thick. They were connected to one another—thanks to screws composed of the same metal alloy that fit neatly into predrilled holes—making one much larger rectangle, measuring thirty feet long and twenty feet wide.

      One of the reasons these rectangles were decently expensive was due to their location, i.e., in space, which is difficult (and costly) to get to. Another was that there was an embedded propulsion lattice on the bottom of each rectangle. (With “bottom” being defined here as, “the side facing the Earth.”) This propulsion lattice kept the rectangles—individually and collectively—from falling out of orbit, which is a thing that doesn’t seem like it could happen upon reaching a certain altitude, but which very much could.

      The top of each rectangle had an outer layer of ferromagnetic metal. This was so the rectangles, once joined by many, many more of their fellow rectangles, could serve as a platform on which people with magnetic boots might walk. This layer added both weight and expense, but without it, the rectangles couldn’t serve their intended function: as pieces of an orbiting space platform.

      There was a thirteenth decently expensive rectangle that was also in orbit, very near the other twelve. It was supposed to attach to the side of rectangles one and two, vertically to their horizontal. Like the others, it had a propulsion lattice, a magnetic layer, and predrilled holes for screws.

      Unlike the other twelve, number thirteen’s holes adamantly refused to line up.

      “No, stop, no, come back,” Kris said, as she watched a screw float just out of her reach.

      Kris’s comms link chirped. “How can I be of assistance?” Susie asked.

      “Shut up, asshat,” Kris said.

      “Of course!” Susie said.

      “You shouldn’t call her that, dear,” Davina said, from inside the shuttle. “Not on an open channel. Is there a problem?”

      “The new panel doesn’t fit, for some reason,” Kris said. “I think I need to get the drill. Also, I’m now short a screw. It’s on its way to… what is that, the South China Sea?”

      “Do you need help? I can get Paul up if you’re jammed.”

      “I shouldn’t need the drill is really the point, Dav,” Kris said. “It should fit. No, don’t wake him.”

      Davina—along with Paul, who was on his sleep shift—was in the shuttle. It was parked a little more than two thousand feet away, which wasn’t that far, but given how long it would take to, 1: wake up Paul and, 2: get him to suit up. to, 3: get outside and help, he may as well be on the surface. And Davina couldn’t suit up herself without waking Paul first; someone had to be awake and at the controls.

      Kris also didn’t necessarily need help; the drill was in the toolkit attached to the magnetic side of the space platform. She just needed to let go of panel thirteen first—according to the pertinent laws of physics governing this circumstance, it should stay more or less where it was—swap out the power screwdriver for the power drill, and adjust the holes so that they lined up with the holes on rectangles one and two. Then, she could swap power tools again, finish attaching rectangle thirteen, go back to the shuttle, and call it a day.

      All doable, except one of the screws was currently floating away—governed by a different clause in the same physical law that was keeping rectangle thirteen in place—and they didn’t think to send up any extras.

      “Kris, this is mission control,” Morris said, barging in on Dav and Kris’s channel. “Sounds like you’ve got something going on up there. How can we help? Also, stop calling Susie that.”

      Morris was one of the roughly seventeen team members at the Monterrey mission control whose entire, full-time existence, was keeping the shuttle crew alive. They were good at it, but even if they weren’t, Kris and her team would probably still have to be somewhat nice to them, because they were also the people who sent unmanned shuttles with food, water, and oxygen up to the station. “Don’t mess with the supply chain,” was one of Kris’s governing principles.

      At the same time, Morris was pissing her off, and that simply had to be addressed.

      “Really?” Kris said. “This is your first thought? I’m not giving an interview here; you guys are the only ones who can hear me.”

      “You’re on a live feed to the entire control room, Krista,” Morris said. “Something like half of Monterrey heard you. What if there was a school tour?”

      Mo was in charge of the aforementioned seventeen person team, and in his role as supervisor, he occasionally used full names as a means to express his displeasure. It was possible he didn’t know he did this.

      “Okay, okay,” Kris said. “I’ll watch my language. Can we move on, please?”

      “We can,” he said. “What’s going on?”

      “Well, Mo? I’m on hour eight of this walk, and the IKEA furniture you sent up here doesn’t fit. So now I have to re-drill the holes, except I’m down a screw, because in the process of my trying to get the goddamn thing to fit, the screw decided to go on a tour of Southeast Asia. Since I don’t want to be out here another ten hours because you guys can’t take proper measurements, I’m about ready to shove this asshole panel into the ionosphere, and then maybe do the same with the other five panels back at the ESS. Now, go ahead and tell me how you can help.”

      After a pause, Morris said, “Standby. We’ll get back to you.”

      There was a gentle click that indicated they were no longer being heard by mission control.

      “Tactful,” Davina said.

      “Babe, I ran out of tact an hour ago,” Kris said.

      “The time is, thirteen hundred and seven, Monterrey local,” Susie said cheerfully.

      “I said shut up, asshat,” Kris said.

      “Of course!” Susie said.
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        * * *

      

      When the team at Ellis Aerospace first introduced Susie, she was called the Asset Support Bot, where “asset” was the preferred pronunciation of the acronym AAST, which stood for Augmented Aerospace Science and Technology. In coming up with what her creators no doubt thought was a clever acronym, they failed to think through how the people working with their support bot might elect to manipulate this naming convention.

      Specifically—and Kris was definitely not the only person to do this—when one added the small “a” from “Science and Technology” to the acronym, one got AASaT, which is hard to read as anything other than “asshat”.

      It was no coincidence that, a few months after the Asset Support Bot rolled out, she was rebranded as Susie the Support Bot. This did not stop anyone who had been calling her “asshat” from continuing to do so, although this may have been because nobody liked Susie.

      Susie the Support Bot was by far the most famous member of the Ellis Aero team. This was more or less completely the fault of the company’s founder, Max Ellis, who in his entire life had never missed a promotional opportunity.

      In addition to privately funding and partially realizing the creation of the world’s first reusable space platform, Max—through his company Ellis Intelligence—developed specialized artificial intelligence “bots” for use in just about any product that ran on electricity.

      He called them bots, because he wanted users to imagine that they were dealing with a robot who existed physically somewhere, which seemed stupid, until the design team (from Ellis Design) rolled out realistic-looking “photos” of the actual bots, complete with names, preferred pronouns, and accessories. Nobody cared that the supposed photos were the product of a group—Ellis Arts—that specialized in deepfake images; it was somehow easier for consumers to interact with their talking toaster, if they thought the toaster was being operated remotely by a bot named Margaret, who was partial to blue eye shadow and liked sunsets.

      Susie the Support Bot was supposed to be, literally, one of the team. According to Ellis Aero, everything Kris and the rest of the humans did was vetted and/or ordered by Susie... as if she was actually the one in charge. Susie was supposedly the ultimate problem-solving crewmate, the one who never slept and always had an eye on everything, was poised to issue life-saving commands, prevent terrible things from happening before they happened, and even dole out advice to any depressed and/or suicidal humans.

      Much of this misinformation was promulgated via an online series of dramatic vignettes, wherein different supposed real-life crises were reenacted, and kind, smart Susie saved the day. There was also a line of children’s books, and rumors of an upcoming videogame.

      Susie was, very much by design, a media star.

      What made all of it especially annoying was that the actual Susie the Support Bot was about as useful as an online search engine; she wasn’t real AI, in the true sense of the term, i.e., an independent intelligence created artificially. (Non-trivially, this was true of all AI created by Ellis Intelligence, but that was a conversation for another time.) All Susie could do was parrot basic facts, usually at inconvenient times, at someone who already knew those basic facts.

      Susie’s actual work—rather, the work the media gave her credit for—was being done by a team of humans on the planet, or by the people in space that the support bot was supposed to be supporting. But anytime Kris or one of her teammates spoke to the public, they had to credit Susie for things she absolutely did not do.

      With all that in mind, it was kind of amazing that, “Commander Krista Standard called Susie the Support Bot an ‘asshat’ on a national broadcast” was the worst headline the Ellis people could fathom. Because Kris—and pretty much everyone else on the mission—was one more useless suggestion away from unplugging Susie.

      They just had to figure out how to do that.
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        * * *

      

      Kris was bone-tired, and unsustainably damp. Underneath the bulky spacesuit, she had on a skintight bodysuit that was supposed to keep her body temperature at an acceptable level. Arguably, it did not work, although she’d never done a spacewalk without it, and so couldn’t attest to what that would be like; for all she knew, it was doing a brilliant job under exigent circumstance. However, the fact remained that underneath the skintight bodysuit there was a sheen of sweat that had nowhere to go.

      She’d been trying to work out a design solution to the problem. Her first idea was to find a way to evaporate the sweat and release it into space. But there was basically no way to emit a gas in zero gravity without it acting as a propellant, and that would definitely be bad. She considered collecting the evaporated sweat in a container instead, cooling it down, and dropping it off in the shuttle after the walk. But every model she drew up resulted in a miniature weather system inside the suit. Which would also definitely be bad.

      She sighed, and turned slightly, to taken in an unobstructed view of Earth.

      It was probably the most breathtaking view any human ever had the privilege of witnessing, and every time she took a moment for it, she told herself she definitely shouldn’t take it for granted. This didn’t work; she definitely did take it for granted. Also, it wasn’t that terrific, not compared to what it could have been.

      They were in an orbit where the planet spun beneath them, while they remained in a comparatively fixed position. The sun was always up, shining on her left and hitting roughly half the planet. But thanks to where they were positioned, Kris didn’t get to see very much of the lit side of the surface. She got roughly 1/5th of it; the rest of the planet beneath her was currently experiencing nighttime. Sure, she could see the city lights and what-not, but that wasn’t the same as the big daytime view.

      Floating in space on the wrong side of sundown, she thought.

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this. When Max Ellis recruited her from the NASA moon program, it was with the implicit understanding that she would be breaking new ground, making important new discoveries, etc.

      “You will be at the vanguard of a new chapter in space,” was how Max put it. The line was definitely written for him by someone on his public relations team, (she heard it again six month later—albeit in Spanish—in a recruitment ad for the Monterrey ground crew) but it hooked her all the same. Which was how a good P.R. pitch is supposed to work.
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