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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      As I keep exploring the lead-up to Ed Linklater’s adventures in the novella “Wildest Skies”, I feel like I’m taking him all over the map. Some of the stories are in deep space, some of them are part of the preparation for the Cumberland’s mission, and some of them feel a little more distant.

      “Choppy Waters” seems to me to fit somewhere in between. A longer story, and an adventure story, but something more grounded, if you’ll forgive the use of that word about a story set at sea.

      Enough of me rambling. If I go on I’m likely to drop spoilers. I hope you enjoy the story.

      Thanks for reading.

      
        
        Sean

        October 2024

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Right after the black wave that had almost swamped the cutter, another one reared reared beyond. Higher and darker.

      Coming fast.

      Ed Linklater stood at the cutter’s helm. The supercharged electric motor whined as the vessel tipped over the top of the first wave and the jets came clear of the water. The sound was terrifying.

      Leanne, the cutter, was ten meters long, with a good meter of freeboard and a high prow. Sleek and quirky. The little enclosed bridge had space for just two people. Below, the tiny cabin’s ceiling was so low that he and Michelle always had to bend to move around.

      Driving rain splattered on the bridge’s windows. The wipers squeaked, struggling with their job. They weren’t making much headway anyhow. Not against the onslaught of this storm

      It was close to two in the afternoon, with the sun technically to the west. The sky was gray, blurring into the ocean. The dense clouds sucked up almost all the daylight, leaving an inky, roiling dusk.

      To the east lay open ocean. Iceland and Europe.

      In its liquid housing, the cutter’s compass shifted and rolled. The compass points mattered less at the moment than did keeping the prow pointed into the oncoming weather.

      The whine of the engine was reassuring. It was running fine. The thrum of it came through the wheel.

      The cutter had a five meter mast, with sails ready for calmer weather. With engines these days, they could run for days without having to put sails up. Weather like this, they had the mast folded into the recess on the foredeck. This wind would shred any sails, if it didn’t capsize the Leanne first.

      They were sixty miles out of Portland, Maine. Heading out on a handling run. Training for their upcoming mission to the stars. Should have been a simple trip. A loop out toward the Grand Banks, but coming back closer to Cape Cod to wend their way on into Providence. All about practicing and learning to handle a vessel. Navigation and problem-solving. As far as the mission planners were concerned, it was a cheap way to train crew. The costs around putting someone into orbit were no longer prohibitive, but why go to the effort when there were cheaper and simpler ways to go about it?

      They would get plenty of on-orbit training anyway.

      But what they wouldn’t get, when they were in orbit, was a storm like this.

      There had been warnings in place before they left. Squalls and a freshening wind. But the real storm was supposed to be farther out, and smaller than this.

      It had built rapidly. Presumably Ed and Michelle should have been aware of the possibility. After all, weather systems were still operating on their own codes. With the near-collapse of ocean currents, things were different now. Even from just a few years ago.

      Michelle came up from the cabin. She’d been below, pulling up the deck panels to check the bilge. She had her hair tied back and a dark blue classic NASA cap, with the logo from the eighties when the space shuttle had been the new shiny toy. Like him, she was wearing a brilliant yellow inflatable life vest. The things were ferociously uncomfortable, but comfort wasn’t necessarily why people put themselves into the interstellar programs.

      Michelle’s eyes shone at him.

      “This is fun,” she said.

      “Great.” Sometimes her idea of fun defied his imagination.

      The cutter came into the trough between the waves. Ed had the throttle low. Drifting, almost, on the back of the previous wave. Turning the impellors just enough that he could still steer into the next wave.

      “How is the bilge looking?”

      Michelle shrugged. “There’s water down there, but the pumps are keeping up no trouble.”

      Bailing out boats. Something that people had done since the first dugouts ventured into rivers and lakes.

      Leanne was a fine vessel. Slim and nimble. She was like an elongated idealized raindrop, with a needle point of a prow and a trim, rounded stern. The foredeck was sealed right up around the bridge, with the bridge windshield set at a low angle, barely any higher than the deck itself. The stern well was open, with dark wooden decking and a second wheel for days the opposite of today.

      Michelle looked through the cutter’s windshield.

      Ahead, the wave reared at them.

      “Hope you know what you’re doing,” she said.

      “We’ll see.” Ed eased the throttle forward as they began to climb the gray slope.

      The wave stood perhaps six meters high. If it was solid ground, it was a hill he could jog up in moments. Insignificant. The height of a building a couple of stories tall.

      Water, though, that was a whole other thing.

      The surface of the waters were choppy and ragged. The wind whipped spume from the wave’s crest.

      A jagged lightning bolt cut through the sky.

      Ed pushed the throttle forward. The jets responded immediately. Leanne surged ahead. Climbing the steepening wave face. The hull creaked.

      The wind tried to push the cutter to the left. Ed steered against it. He kept one hand on the wheel and the other on the throttle.

      “Seat of your pants piloting huh,” Michelle said.

      “It seemed like they were giving us vacation days with this trip, you know. Turns out, it really was training.”

      “Perhaps they knew what they were sending us out into.”

      “You checked the forecasts the same as me. Stormy, but manageable.”

      “And we all know that weather is always chaotic. Butterflies and typhoons.”

      “I know it.”

      A gust pushed the bow starboard. Ed eased the wheel left to counter. They were perhaps halfway up the wave.

      Foaming at the top now. As if thinking that it might break.

      “Should I haul out the raft?”

      Ed glanced back. The orange and lime green raft package lay at Leanne’s stern. The size of a microwave oven. Ready to toss over the transom. The thing could inflate in around a second.

      “Let’s get ourselves tethered to it,” Ed said. Standard practice. If the raft was yanked away by the wind, at least the two of them would be tied on. The theory being that if they went into the water, they could pull themselves hand over hand and board the raft. Wait to be picked up.

      Simple.

      The tethers were linked through a clever relay system built into the bridge’s door, so that they could pass through and still remain tied on.

      Leanne was angled up at something like forty-five degrees now. The jets were doing well. Little troopers, pumping the water through.

      But coming close to their limits. Leanne was losing speed. Ed should have driven harder down the lee of the previous wave to give the boat a little more velocity coming through the trough.

      Both he and Michelle were leaning forward. Michelle hung onto the handrail over the entry to the cabin. Feet braced on the deck.

      “Not far now,” Ed said.

      A light flashed, directly ahead. Not lightning. Red and green. Flashing.

      Another vessel?

      Coming the other way. Riding the following sea.

      Ed cursed. Jerked the wheel right. They began sliding back.

      Michelle yelped.

      But it wasn’t another vessel. It was an unpiloted aerial vehicle.

      Hovering at the wave’s crest.

      It left Ed with a split-second choice. Bring Leanne left, and try to again summit the wave. Or go right and surf down.

      Leanne tipped.

      “Right,” Michelle said. Reading his thoughts. “Go right.”

      Ed turned. Leanne picked up speed fast. She scudded down the wave.

      Now they risked getting swamped from behind. But at least they were still upright. A capsize out here would be bad.

      Lucky that they hadn’t already.

      Michelle moved around behind him. She took the radio mic and spoke into it.

      “Unidentified U.A.V.,” she said. “Come in.”

      The radio crackled back at her, but the sound was barely audible over the song of the wind.

      “Phones,” she said, and crouched to rifle through the little cubby below the radio box. She came out with a simple wired headset. She plugged it in and donned it.

      “Unidentified U.A.V.,” she said again. “Come in.”

      Ed eased Leanne’s speed. She rode up through the trough and into the low slope of the wave ahead. Perhaps the best strategy was to just ride the waves back. They might wind up in Newfoundland, but he’d always had a soft spot for Canada.

      “Copy that,” Michelle said. “Can you send through charts?”

      So she’d gotten hold of someone.

      Ed saw the U.A.V. holding station off to the port, about thirty meters away. The green light shone at them. That was some piloting, that was for sure. Being able to maintain heading and altitude in this weather was impressive.
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