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      My novella “Wildest Skies” appears in the November /

      December 2024 issue of Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine and I

      somehow found myself writing more stories about Ed Linklater

      and his adventures.

      “Shards of Tempered Glass” is the first of those that I wrote

      about the whole crew aboard the Cumberland, and you know

      what, it was fascinating to spend time with those characters and

      learn about what they were up to on the trip out to Dashell IV.

      Now in truth, I imagine that much of deep space travel is

      relatively mundane. Forms to complete and checks to make,

      experiments to run and log and fix. A spaceship to dust and

      vacuum. Valves to tighten and bearings to lubricate. Seals to

      check.

      I suspect that most days aboard a ship out into the void can

      be fairly routine. Perhaps even dull.

      A writer’s job, of course, is to find the interesting things that

      go on in in the story’s world. So this isn’t a story about one of

      those ordinary days.

      vii

      Some of the other stories take place back on Earth, or around

      Earth, or within the solar system, but here I’ve focused down on

      the crew. Right there in the lead up to the adventures of the

      novella.

      In the writing of “Shards of Tempered Glass” and the other

      stories, I’ve found that there is a whole lot more to the world of

      “Wildest Skies”. It’s fun tossing Ed into new and different

      situations.

      I hope you enjoy the following story. Thanks for your eyes

      and your imagination.

      Sean

      September 2024

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      In the narrow docking bay, Ed Linklater rapped at the cool cracked glass of the little two-person skiff. The crack was a definite issue. Can't fly a skiff out into vacuum without hull integrity. The crack might look insignificant, but the potential to bleed air was clear.

      The skiff was a six meters long pod shaped like a stretched-out avocado. It was tucked into a coppery-walled bay little larger than itself. With less than a meter of clearance between the red-tiled hull and the bay walls, there was just enough room to pull himself around to make his inspection.

      The skiff was attached to the bay by various pop-plugs on the end of straps, and by the narrow airlock access tube. The little pop-plugs would release when the skiff launched through the bay's hatchway at the stern, and they were smart enough to wind their way back into their seating when the skiff returned.

      At least that was the theory of it.

      Right now, the skiff wasn't going anywhere.

      In zero gravity Ed pulled his way along on the pop-plug straps. Their surfaces were slick and clammy. Filled with the smarts that made them resecure the skiff.

      The ship, the Cumberland had several skiffs and other tender vessels, all set and ready for their explorations on Dashell IV, when they arrived at the planet in a few weeks.

      “Ed?” Cody Wills said through the bay's tinny speakers. Cody was the navigator and co-pilot. She was excellent at the work. Observant. Quick.

      “I'm down in skiff bay four.”

      “I see you on my feeds. What are you doing down there?”

      “Visual check.”

      “You don't need to do that. You know that we have systems in place. The Cumberland observes and analyzes on her own.”

      “That's what I heard.”

      “Very funny.”

      “Well, tell me then, has the ship observed the damage to the glass in the skiff's cockpit?”

      “Damage?”

      “A crack.”

      “Let me see.” Cody might have been the navigator and co-pilot, but like all six crew members, she was versed in all the systems. Any one of them could technically fill any of the roles.

      Ed moved on through the space. The lighting was kind of spooky. Just a single lantern shone through the bay, from the maintenance access hatch where he'd come through.

      “Um, Ed,” Cody said. “Carol asks why you're not in a suit in the bay. Also, why is the maintenance hatch still open?”

      Ed sighed. So far from home, and still dealing with bureaucracy. A hundred billion kilometers or something. Right near the start of their journey. Barely away from the influence of the sun's gravity, though with their physics-bending leap drive, distance was technically hypothetical, and the influence of gravity was a non-starter.

      Carol Irvine was the ship's first officer, and she was right. He should be in a suit. Should have closed the maintenance hatch behind him.

      Maybe he was getting sloppy.

      The bay had a large external hatch, big enough to allow the skiff through. Beyond the hatch lay vacuum. If the hatch failed, and the maintenance hatch was open, then, well, Sayonara Cumberland.

      If the maintenance hatch was closed, an external failure would just mean Sayonara Ed Linklater.

      Hence the need for a suit. With a tether.

      “My apologies,” he said. “Been working too hard.”

      Over the comms, Cody scoffed.

      “Taking care of that now.” Ed pulled himself back to the maintenance hatch. Actually, beyond any safety regulations, it was a fair call. If the skiff itself was damaged, then why not the external hatch too?

      That would mean suiting up and going out to take a look.

      While the ship was on the leap. Traveling around, and beyond, the speed of light.

      And it would mean him. Suiting up and going out.

      Yay for that.
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