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      A few years ago, I experimented by writing a story which had no plot and published it on a free-to-read platform called Wattpad. The intention was for me to discover a plot as the story progressed. Well, they say, from small acorns, giant oaks grow, and this happened with my experimental book.

      The tale began on the moon, with a survey of a crater by two geologists working out of Moonbase. By the end of the second chapter, I had introduced a factor which would eventually become existential in its nature, not just for those on the moon, but also for Earth itself.

      As the final chapters approached, I realised that the idea had a lot more potential, and a sequel was soon underway. Could an existential threat to humankind become a benefit instead? Today, the series comprises six books, all linked yet able to stand alone.

      That character, Mark Noble, who was standing on the surface of the moon with a theodolite target pole, had been amazed at the fact that Australia was staring back at him from the blue marble that is Earth. He went on to become the protagonist in a series of adventures.

      This novelette is a prequel to the Mark Noble Space Adventure series. I hope you enjoy his discomfort as his first moonwalk almost becomes his last.

      In order, Mark’s adventures are: Moonwalk; Moonscape; Moonstruck; Trappist-1; The Spolding Conundrum; Cybernetic Tyrant and Deep Space Visitor; and Pristine Earth Sinister Planet.

      
        
        Tony Harmsworth, 14th May 2025

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            Chance Encounter

          

        

      

    

    
      My name is Mark Noble. My claim to fame is not that I’m an astronaut, but that I was the youngest American to fly into orbit at age twenty-seven. Only the Russian, Titov, was younger. However, I am the youngest person ever to stand on the surface of the moon. I almost became the first person to have died on the moon, so my first moonwalk did not come without its problems. If you are a budding astronaut with a desire to spend your life in space, let me tell you my cautionary tale.

      I was applauded by family and friends when I collected my geology PhD. My interest in rocks, plate tectonics and earthquakes had grown from my earliest schooldays. At home, I had a specimen cupboard, bought for me by my father on my tenth birthday. Twelve drawers split into dozens of tiny compartments challenged my small collection which occupied only half of one drawer. I set off to fill the cabinet and did so before going to university. Everything from fool’s gold to the real thing, admittedly only a nugget the size of a pinhead. I bored my family with explanations about fossils, granites, schists, sedimentary rocks, and semi-precious gems. It enthralled me and was the beginning of a pathway which would lead to an inevitable career. That it might progress to standing on the moon was not an expectation.

      One day, a chance encounter with another geologist, Roy Williams, changed the direction of my life. He bumped into me while I was on a project at the Smithsonian, and we took a coffee together in the cafeteria.

      ‘You working here?’ he asked, as we carried our coffee and Danish pastries to a vacant table in the cafeteria. Roy was taller than I am and wirier, with handsome features and neat hair. I’m just five foot ten, but sturdily built – not overweight, but fit and no pushover. Roy had been a couple of years ahead of me at MIT⁠1 and we’d been on the football team together, but were more academic than sporty. We socialised occasionally during my first year and shared the odd hangover.

      ‘A temporary project. I’m cataloguing meteorites from Antarctica. You?’ I asked.

      ‘NASA. I’m hoping to go to the moon. Moonbase is almost complete.’ I raised my eyebrows. He settled into his seat and ran his hands through his coppery red hair.

      ‘Is it going to happen? That last Artemis mission was a bit of a disaster, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Not really. Okay, they had problems at the gateway and had to abort the descent, but there’ve been several successful missions. There’s already a permanent dome near to Copernicus,’ he said, somewhat defensively.

      ‘Could never be manned permanently, though, surely?’

      ‘Well, there’s more happening than you might imagine. The components for two much larger domes have already been sent on unmanned craft. There’s a team of six assembling them. It’s happening a lot faster than the media would have you believe. They’re a fickle bunch and lose interest very quickly when interviews are primarily about science projects.’

      ‘Didn’t realise it was that advanced. I saw something about two launches last week,’ I said. ‘What might you be doing?’

      ‘The geology is fascinating, Mark.’ He paused. ‘And a lot more interesting to study the rocks in situ than when they’ve been almost evaporated by re-entry before landing in Antarctica.’

      ‘Maybe so,’ I said, ‘but at least we know there are bits of the moon and even Mars lying around down there. I’m first reserve on a month-long group heading for McMurdo Station looking for more specimens in a week or two.’

      ‘Oh, well done. I was there two years ago. Some rocks you’re cataloguing here will have been obtained by us. It was also part of astronaut training.’

      That piqued my curiosity. ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes. If you get selected, let me know when you get back and I’ll give you the guided tour at the Johnson Space Center.’

      ‘Hey, that sounds great, Roy.’ I finished my Danish and prepared to down my coffee. I’d already stretched my break beyond the time allowed; not that they were that severe. ‘You truly think you might go to the moon?’

      ‘There are only two geologists in the moon intake, me and a girl called Crystal, so a pretty good chance, as long as I pass all the tests and exams. Extensive crater surveys are planned, looking for rare minerals perhaps having arrived during the moon’s early bombardment.’

      ‘Wow! Sounds fascinating.’

      ‘They’re teaching me to fly too.’

      ‘I’ve already got my pilot’s licence. My parents put me through it as a gift for going to uni.’

      ‘Then you should seriously think about joining us.’

      ‘If I get the Antarctica gig, I will. Thanks for all the information.’

      ‘My pleasure.’

      I stood and shook his hand. ‘Better get back to work. Lovely seeing you again.’

      ‘Yes. Good. Don’t forget, if you get the McMurdo trip, make contact when you get back and I’ll show you around, just in case you fancy surveying moon craters with me out of the new Moonbase.’

      I laughed. ‘I’ll keep a closer eye on the news.’ He left, and I headed back to the bench in the basement.
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        * * *

      

      A month at McMurdo was exciting. God, it was cold. I don’t think I’d ever experienced such a deep chill in my bones before, even during the winter at MIT in a student flat where most of our money went on booze and girls. Sometimes, the air at McMurdo was so cold, it made you gasp when you set foot outside. Long periods on the ice, looking for the telltale signs of meteorites, were quite exhausting, but I was pleased that I was handling it as well as the next person and better than some. It wasn’t real geology, though. We were glorified stone collectors. The laboratory facilities were basic, and the proper work was being undertaken at the universities back home.
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        * * *

      

      After I returned from McMurdo, I spent a few days with my parents, then flew to Houston to meet up with Roy Williams. Firstly, I had contacted him tentatively to enquire whether he was serious about the invitation. His enthusiasm for me to visit was a surprise. He must have had an ulterior motive for wanting to see me. I began two days of intensive research about the Johnson Space Center – there was no way I’d want to appear ignorant when I arrived.

      I jumped into Roy’s bright red SUV outside the Holiday Inn. We briefly shook hands and sped off towards the space centre.

      ‘Glad you came,’ he said.

      ‘Do you honestly think they could be interested in me?’ I asked.

      ‘Oh, I should think so, but first you need to see the sort of facilities we have here.’

      At the gate, a uniformed guard handed me a visitor’s badge at Roy’s request, and we drove more sedately into the vastness of the complex.

      ‘It’s big. You don’t realise how big until you see it,’ I said.

      ‘Nearly two thousand acres. It’s like a small town.’

      ‘Where are we heading?’

      ‘You’ll love this,’ he said, pulling into the parking lot for the Neutral Buoyancy Laboratory.

      We cleared through security, Roy flashing an identification card and then swiping another card at a doorway. It slid to one side, and we entered an enormous open area.

      I must have stood there open-mouthed. ‘Wow!’

      ‘Pretty impressive, eh?’

      ‘I’ll say.’

      To our right, an Olympic size pool was buzzing with activity. We stood to one side and watched as small teams of people were actively talking about the work which was taking place. I saw one wave to a crane operator and, as if on cue, a spacesuit helmet appeared above the water, followed by the rest of an astronaut, standing on a platform in a framework. Two support scuba divers held onto the sides of the platform.

      Many checks were being carried out as water drained back into the crystal-clear depths. Over to one side, I saw steel or aluminium cylinders underwater and quickly realised that I was looking at a mock-up of the working areas of the International Space Station.

      ‘Training for the ISS?’ I asked.

      ‘Yes, on that far side. Down here in front of us is where we train for Moonbase. They can weight you so that it feels you are under the moon’s sixth of a G.’

      ‘Fascinating.’

      ‘This astronaut has been training for EVA⁠2s in orbit. If you look over to the right, you can see a mock-up of the Orion. She’s been carrying out some simple work on the outside of the capsule.’

      I watched as her helmet was disconnected and then lifted off as she sat in a cradle beside the pool. She was Black – that deep, almost glowing colour of the people from Kenya and Uganda.

      ‘That’s Crystal Mitumba,’ said Roy. ‘She’s the other geologist on the team. Brilliant. Photographic memory.’ He paused. ‘Wait here.’

      Roy walked over to the team who were working on Crystal and removing her gloves. I couldn’t hear what he said, but she nodded, and he returned to me.

      Roy said, ‘She’ll join us for a coffee later, but I want to show you a few other buildings first. Let’s go.’

      I followed Roy out of the NBL, and we jumped into the SUV and drove to another building on this very crowded site. Oh boy. This was Mission Control.

      Like most people, I’d seen it many times on television, but in reality, it seemed much larger and more impressive. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many monitors in one place before. Only around twenty or so people were studying the screens and there were several standing, talking and discussing documents which were passed from hand to hand. We watched from a glazed viewing gallery above the control floor.

      ‘That’s the ISS’s orbit you’re seeing on the big screen,’ explained Roy. ‘There’s always something going on in here. The ISS is, of course, online twenty-four-seven. That group of three over on the right is in constant contact with Moonbase.’

      I nodded and watched some of the activities of the technicians.

      ‘Right. Enough time here. One other delight to show you,’ Roy said, and pulled me by the arm to follow him back to the car park.
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