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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for picking up “Designation One Eight Nine”. I suspect that the title is somewhat enigmatic or obscure. I also think that the reason will become clear in the story.

      This is one of the longer stories in the “Wildest Skies” series, not quite a novella, but pretty long for a short story.

      I hope that it remains engaging and fun throughout. I know I had fun writing the story.

      The original “Wildest Skies” novella, takes place long after the events of “Designation One Eight Nine”, but in a way I feel like it comes back to those same ideas of being lost in the wilds. With quite a different context.

      Best I stop now before I give away any real spoilers.

      Thanks for reading.

      
        
        Sean

        October 2024

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Ed Linklater crouched at the edge and dipped his fingers into the freezing clear water. Around him, wind ruffled the elm and pine trees. Redwoods, and big tamaracks with fat needles. The ground was littered with them. A brown and thick mat.

      Along the stream’s edge, moss coated the rocks, and ferns grew in between. The smell was wonderful. Rich and filled with pine and flower scents. Earthy.

      Quite delicious after months in a sterile training facility that was all aluminum walls and polished poured floors, with robots clacking around, and retinal scanners restricting access to certain areas. Regimented training regimes in preparation for launch.

      Still, given that he had no idea exactly where he was, he was kind of missing the security of those walls and floors.

      Especially with all the background access he had. The constant communication settings. The set ups with all the deep codes that allowed him rapid access into any connected service. A privileged position, for sure, but out here, none of it mattered.

      It was just him and the wilds. It was surprising refreshing.

      On the third day, he’d taken a tumble and was now dealing with the setbacks from damaged gear and a minor injury.

      Ed washed his hands and shook them and waved them around to dry. He was getting grubby after a week out here.

      It was supposed to be a simple hike. Point A, Brackenridge Camp, to point B, the Peterson Falls. Northern California, with a mix of old growth and regenerating forest. So much of the once-denuded land was still recovering even a century later.

      Ed scanned around again. Water was good. Water made its way downhill and it would eventually find its way to the ocean. Technically he could follow the water and at some point he would come to a bridge.

      And a bridge meant a road, and a road would lead him right back to civilization.

      Of course there were a whole lot of the classic ’ifs’ in there. If the stream didn’t fall off a cliff. If the stream didn’t run through an impassable gorge. If he didn’t run out of food or get injured or any number of other issues.

      Around him, birds called. Long sweet trills and isolated clucks and sudden, hoarse, barking croaks. Perhaps those ones were frogs.

      High above, where he could see the sky through the huge trees, there were patches of darkening blue and more patches of thick gray-black clouds.

      There would be rain again, later. He would have to get his tarpaulin shelter up and ride it out for the night.

      On the second day, he’d gotten drenched on account of picking a bad spot to camp. The wind had raced across the trees and driven the rain into the clearing, swirling and battering. Stormy.

      The weather up here could get nasty. Dangerous, even. And cold too. It was running into December, and he was still at altitude.

      The stream was perhaps thirty feet across. Shallow on his side, as it burbled across a shingle bank, and deeper farther out, as the streambed took a turn, curving around to the right. From upstream, around more curves and hidden behind the trees, came the sound of rapids, or perhaps a waterfall.

      Below the surface in the deeper part, the sides of silvery fish flashed as they darted out and back. They gulped, gathering hapless flies that set down at the surface.

      That was him right now, wasn’t it? Hapless. Sent out into the wilderness to practice survival techniques and navigation and he’d blown one of those.

      When he’d fallen, he’d smashed his emergency position locator. The one thing that allowed him contact with the outside world. A one-way radio that simply chirped to the GPS systems with his location.

      Too bad those deep access codes he knew didn’t work on busted equipment.

      If he’d gotten into a bad spot—like a broken leg or a big laceration—he just had to set off the locator and they would send a hover to pick him up.

      Now he had to figure it out himself.

      Ed had shucked his pack and leaned against the trunk of a tree. From one of the pockets he retrieved his water purifier. Shaped like a regular coffee mug, with a narrow pipe up the side, all he had to do was hold the base in the water, and the mechanism ran water up the pipe and spurted it out into the cup. Filtered, and bathed in UV light, the water was ready to drink.

      Near the pipe, the mug had the tiniest triangular spout for pouring purified water into a bottle.

      At least he wasn’t going to die of thirst.

      He had two days of food left. Probably plenty. But at some point he might need to consider harvesting, or catching something.

      Technically he had trapping and hunting skills, but he’d never used them.

      His brother Alex used to go out with a friend and the friend’s father, out into the woods to hunt deer or turkey. Alex would come home exhausted and grinning, carrying cuts of turkey breast and venison.

      Guns though. And Ed didn’t have a gun. He would need a snare or a sharpened stick.

      He laughed to himself. A sharpened stick. The classic, basic tool for humans out hunting.

      “Someone there?” a voice called from somewhere across the stream.

      Barely audible.

      Startled, Ed let the mug slip from his hand. The stream swirled and carried the mug off. Ed stomped after it. Caught it as it bounded away, rolling over the shingle.

      He stood. Looked around.

      “I’m here,” he called, loud, but not shouting. “Ed Linklater. Don’t shoot.”

      After all this, to end up as just a hunting accident would be awful.

      “Glad to hear your voice.” The words were a little stronger this time. Was it a woman? Hard to tell in the background wind and birdsong through the forest. Sounded as if she was perhaps thirty yards beyond the far bank.

      “I won’t shoot,” she said. “I don’t have a gun.”

      “Likewise.”

      “Good to hear.”

      She wasn’t moving. Well, as least, Ed couldn’t hear anything. Didn’t get any sense of brush being pushed aside, nor footfalls.

      “I’m at the stream,” he said.

      “I figured. It’s my third day here. I’m hurt. I wonder if you might be able to lend me a hand.”
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