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      Thanks for picking up “Landing Protocols”. As I find myself delving more into Ed Linklater’s world around the original “Wildest Skies” novella, I’m enjoying tossing Ed into more challenging situations to see how he deals.

      This story introduces Giselle, a new character, who has shown up again in a couple of other stories yet to come.

      Uh-oh, I’m starting to get a little chatty there. Best to stop before I begin giving away spoilers.

      I hope you enjoy, “Landing Protocols“.

      Thanks again.

      
        
        Sean

        December 2024
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      Ed Linklater wrinkled his nose as a sudden acrid stink of oil lurched through the pokey skiff’s little cockpit. On the consoles, red and orange warning lights flared.

      Beside him Giselle Mäkinen’s hands darted across the controls.

      The skiff was a six-meter long, ceramic-hulled, elongated football-shaped tender that was carrying them from Taylor Orbiting Lunar Station down to the surface of the Moon.

      Just a simple training run.

      Ed and Giselle and a group of others had been training together for the last six weeks. Part of bigger group preparing for selection for the Dashell IV mission aboard the Cumberland.

      Ed got along fine with most of them. Sometimes Giselle could be a bit obtuse and even annoying. That was probably why the training schedulers had rostered them together for this little jaunt. Nothing like putting together people who didn’t get along especially well to make them figure things out.

      The skiff was an older model, a good decade from its original launch date. But there was nothing up in the increasingly-crowded lunar volumes that was sent out lacking recent checks and sign-offs.

      He’d even walked through the system checks himself before they’d undocked from Taylor

      The skiff’s cockpit was like those old Gemini capsules, back when eager pilots were squeezing themselves into tiny spaces as the government burned through treasury trying to figure out how to get into space long enough to put a few people onto the moon.

      Now it was routine. Thousands of people lived on the lunar surface. Tucked away in the old lava tubes—thank goodness for lava tubes!—or on the surface in regolith-covered domes.

      A far cry from landing a capsule with thirty seconds of fuel left and using the landing stage as the launchpad to return to lunar orbit.

      The skiff’s viewport windshield was made up of six panes of thick reconstituted quartz glass, each the size of a regular hardback book. Sometimes Ed had even bought those. His own grandfather liked to read them. Said they reminded him of his grandfather, who’d apparently had a room in his home with thousands of books in a dedicated library.

      Through the glass, the moon loomed. Gibbous from their angle. They were less than a thousand kilometers out now. Craters and mountains and rilles visible. The lines of infrastructure, especially in the dark part where specks of light blazed at them.

      “What’s our trouble here?” Ed said.

      “I’m tracking that now,” Giselle said. She had the slightest of European accents in her voice. A mix of Finnish and Austrian, and then just a smattering of Canadian. When she’d been seven her family had lived in Manitoba while her mother ran some official forestry rescue project. Giselle had even picked up adding ‘hey’ to end of some of her sentences.

      “We’re still on target?” The stink of the oil was increasing. It smelled a little burned. Ed brought up the fire control data on his display. He pulled it closer and the little support arm creaked.

      The skiff had a full set of redundant manual controls, but essentially everything was run from the display.

      “Heading right in for Cernan.” One of the smaller bases on the moon’s southern limb. Some lithium mining and deep water extraction. Mostly below the surface, with sixty occupants, the place had been operating for over twenty years. The skiff’s trajectory would carry them right to the doorstep.

      The skiff was coasting now. Under the influence of lunar gravity.

      The moon looked extraordinary. No matter how many times he floated in, it was always kind of moving and uplifting. Hopefully it never got old. Wouldn’t that be a terrible thing? To fly in and barely notice the wonder, as if he was just pulling up to a generic suburban home. Terrible.

      Giselle’s fingers darted over her own display.

      “Isolated,” she said. “Got a little solenoid giving us some problems there. I’m rerouting the circuit now.” She tapped a couple more times and leaned back.

      They were both in silvery pressure suits. Standard protocol. Not full EVA suits, but enough to protect them if the cockpit became exposed to vacuum. Their helmets were clipped to the back of their seats, ready to pull on at a moment’s notice.

      Wouldn’t do them any good in the event of explosive decompression, but there hadn’t been an accident of that nature for a good decade.

      The Floats On Water. Sixteen dead. The shell of the ship spinning away on an erratic trajectory out near Vesta.

      Why was Ed thinking about things like that? All they had was a little solenoid issue and the smell of oil.

      “We good?” Ed said.

      “Yeah, no, for sure,” Giselle said. Which meant yes. Ed had learned to read her well over the few weeks they’d been working together.

      Ed still had red and orange lights on the consoles in front of him.

      “So all of this,” he said, gesturing at the lights, “it’s just the system recalibrating from the solenoid?”
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