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Boots ground into the lunar sands as the two astronauts made their way over the next rise. The sun gleamed above, the pure white light unfiltered and undifferentiated, casting harsh shadows on the mountainous, rugged surface. 

Above them in the opposite direction of the sun, visible as only a twinkling metallic gleam, the Orion spacecraft kept pace. Inside, Dr. Hayden Mitchell watched the two through the onboard cameras, his sharp blue eyes dancing between screens, mouth tight.

“Everything looks all right so far, Liz.” Hayden’s gaze dropped to the instrumentation for the sixth time in a minute, checking and double-checking. “Caleb, how’s the temperature control holding up?”

After a moment’s pause, the comms lit up. “This is Lieutenant Harris to Orion. Climate control seems to be holding up. Solar power is good and all systems functioning.”

Another voice broke in. “For the record, the view here is transcendent.” Dr. Elizabeth Franks knelt down atop the rise, eyes panning across the landscape. “So different from nearside. Even more amazing than the Chang’e’s pics.”

“Good, good.” Hayden didn’t acknowledge Caleb’s attempt to turn the conversation to more formal language, instead focusing on the team below. “Do you see that overhang ahead of you, 10 o’ clock, about two hundred meters?”

Another pause as the message passed to the astronauts below. They turned in the indicated direction, then Caleb pointed toward the craggy mountain. The sun almost framed the rock, like a Christmas tree with a massive glowing ornament atop it.

“That one?”

“That one.” Hayden sat back, flicking a bead of sweat from his temple. “That looks like a good place to take some samples to start off. Since it’s out of the sunlight, you might find some water ice down there.”

“Send the rover up so we can drop the samples off.” Liz began moving toward the outcropping, each step carrying her for several seconds before landing. “And to get more pictures.”
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