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Hard Science Fiction – Old School


To Sarah

“The history of frontiers on Earth gives ample evidence that there is a cross-section of any population which is willing to take the risks, even forsaking the possibility of ever returning, for a chance to start life over, to get in on the ground floor for a change, to have a chance to live a life with real significance and deep rewards, however harsh, whatever the sacrifices, no matter how many rough edges.”

― Peter Kokh: A Pioneer's Guide to Living on the Moon
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Chapter 1
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2056 A.D.

Harlan had always expected to return to Earth but now he wasn't so sure. He was in his early fifties, his hair which had started receding in his thirties had finished its retreat. And what was left was more gray now than its original brown. He was starting his third decade on the Moon and no one who had been there that long had every cycled back to the Earth.

There was a problem with staying on the Moon though, money. Harlan had always worked from project to project and when a project was over he had no job and no income. And although he had saved quite a bit of his income over the years, the Moon was an expensive place to live. He had to find another job if he was going to stay any longer. And if he wasn't going to stay he had to get in shape even to begin the process of cycling back to Earth.

Harlan was staying in the Tima settlement, the first settlement built in a string of settlements on the floor of Mare Frigoris. Frigoris was a long, narrow mare that mostly ran from east to west. Each settlement (there were twelve now) was built near an existing crater on the northern rim of the mare.

At the latitude of the mare, sixty degrees north, the southern rim of the craters blocked the sun permanently. And deep below those rims the cliffs and crater floors, which were in perpetual darkness, harbored millions of tons of water ice. All the settlements tapped the water ice for human consumption, agriculture, the processing of building materials, and other uses, including one that turned that water into rocket fuel.

Harlan was out to lunch at his favorite pizza place when a message came over his Emmie, his personal AI device.

Harlan opened the message and read, “Mr. Reynolds we have an offer that we think might interest you. We are running an expose on Moon settlements in our magazine and understand that you know more than anyone about the settlements of Mare Frigoris. We would like to enlist your services, at an agreed upon rate, to serve as a liaison for a period of one month to our correspondent. Our correspondent will be arriving there in a month. If interested please reply soon. - New Earth Magazine.”

Harlan folded his Emmie and put it down and picked up a slice of pizza and looked around as he ate. Clarke's Pizzeria was one of two pizza places in Tima. It was now run by an old friend, Lanier Lacey. Lanier and Harlan had worked together on several projects, the latest was the maglev link between Tima and Fontenelle.

“Harlan, how are you?” Lanier asked as he pulled out a chair and sat down.

“I'm fine Lanier. How's business?”

“Not bad. Though the corporation is pestering me to death,” Lanier said.

“What's up?” Harlan asked.

“Rent, for the second time this year. Another five percent” Lanier said.

“Ouch,” said Harlan.

“Yeah, all the other business owners feel the same way Harlan. It's got to stop. I know they are trying to get a return on their investment but their killing the golden goose,” Lanier said.

“I don't think they realize how costly it is to live up here,” Harlan said. “It's been a long time since they had to put up the money for development, and also a lot of the management has changed since those days.”

“If they don't stop raising rates I'm going to quit and head back to Earth before I'm completely broke,” Lanier said.

“Well, I just got an interesting message that might have some bearing on our discussion,” Harlan said.

“What is it Harlan?

“I've just been contacted by a media organization about being a liaison for an expose about the settlements here,” he said. “If I take the job maybe I could get some publicity for your complaints.”

“You should do it Harlan, it might help,” Lanier said.

Just then Lanier heard his name called.

“Excuse me Harlan,” he said as he got up to leave.

Harlan took another bite of pizza.

It's only a month long offer but if it pays enough it could be a bridge to the next project or my departure for Earth. And maybe I could help guys like Lanier.

He took another bite.

Why not? I've nothing to lose.

Harlan opened his Emmie and messaged back telling them he was interested in the offer.

Tima settlement was twenty years old now. The oldest commercial settlement on the Moon. Fifteen hundred people called it home. It was the only settlement that had surface dwellings, all the other settlements were built completely underground. The surface buildings of Tima looked like mounds from outside since they were covered by regolith for radiation protection. They were mostly used for daily occupation (Tima still maintained an Earth-like clock and calendar with occasional corrections) such as restaurants and short-stay motels.

Harlan's room was underground, six meters below the surface. At that depth background radiation from Moon rock was greater than anything from the surface and it was less than what someone would get if living in Denver, Colorado.

The different underground areas were connected by tunnel and transportation involved something similar to an electric golf cart if needed, but most people walked. The longest corridor was little more than a hundred meters in length with several shorter corridors branching off. A ride down “Main Street,” would take one past restaurant, grocery, and clothing stores. There was also a clinic staffed with doctors and nurses.

Each of the twelve settlements in Mare Frigoris had something they were known for. Tima was known for its basalt products and one of the first mining areas.

The surface mining area was located just to the west of Tima and mined the regolith for the major elements titanium, magnesium, silicon, calcium, iron, oxygen and for the minor elements manganese, sodium, potassium and phosphorous. Glasses were also abundant from impact melting. Finally, the solar wind had deposited hydrogen, helium, neon, carbon and nitrogen whose recovery involved heating the regolith to six hundred degrees Celsius. All these products were shipped across the rail network throughout the settlements and by lunar cargo lander (LCL) to other parts of the Moon and to construction projects in cislunar space.

The mining company also mined for basalt gravel and blocks. Because of the abundance of basalt blocks in the mare a cottage industry in counter tops, table tops and floor tiles had developed at Tima. A few artists also made a living by sculpting and polishing basalt blocks and other Moon rocks.

The next morning Harlan received the offer from New Earth. It wasn't huge but it would do for a month's work. Harlan messaged back his acceptance. He received a return message saying that a Ms. Madeline Post would be arriving in Tima in twenty-nine Earth days. It asked Harlan to make arrangements for her to visit all the Frigoris settlements as well as one of the solar farms at each end of the Mare and the nuclear reactor on the southern rim.

Harlan had so many contacts that he easily and quickly arranged accommodations at each place. A rail pass and a flight pass completed the preparations. He folded his Emmie and sat a moment.

Might be my farewell tour also.
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Madeline Post was determined to make this her biggest, best, and last expose. After thirty years as a reporter and feature writer she felt it was time to do something different. And when she was alone with her thoughts she felt her age too, although she would never admit it. Media was a young person's game.

But even if this was her last byline she couldn't afford to retire. She was well respected in the industry but not well paid, actually no one in media was well paid except for the top echelon and they seemed to be paid for their looks.

Madeline (she went by Maddie) was five feet six inches tall with brown hair that she had highlighted to make her look younger than her fifty years. Not that she looked old, as one of her dates had said, just mature. She had also been called attractive by the same young man. Afterwards she had vowed, no more dates with anyone under forty.

She had been through acclimation training in La Paz, Bolivia, where at an altitude of almost twelve thousand feet, the air pressure was almost the same as the Frigoris Moon settlements, ten pounds per square inch. Maddie's instructor had explained to her that the reduced air pressure allowed the settlements to use less nitrogen, oxygen, and other gases for their atmosphere. But at such a pressure a person bound for the Moon needed to be tested to be sure they could acclimate.
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