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BAIKONUR — USSR
"Christ... it's big/® Harding said in a hoar se whisper. " | didn't think anything could be that big."

Big was too small aword. A gleaming skyscraper in the flat plain; a windowless tower of metal
that dwarfed the buildingsround it. Not a building; a spacecraft. 20,000 tons that would soon roar
flame from its engines, shudder and rise, at first slowly then faster and faster, and soar arrow-like
into space. The largest spacecraft men had ever built or dreamed of.

Large astheir four-engined jet was, it was dwarfed to insignificance. It was a fly buzzing round a
steeple. Here were the six gleamiiig boosters, each of them identical, each larger than the



largest American spacecr aft ever built. In flight the outer five would drop away once their fuel
had been expended, leaving the central core booster to hurtle on with the payload. But payload
wastoo trivial aword for this Prometheus; Prometheusthe mortal who stole fire from the gods
and brought it back to Earth, now Prometheus the machine that would circle the Earth 22,300
miles up, would reach out silver arms and seize the sun's energy and hurtle it down to Earth. The
answer to mankind's energy problem, the ultimate solution that would supply unlimited power.
Forever.

Thiswasthe plan. The enormity of it was driven hometo Patrick Winter now by the sheer size of
Prometheus. When his aircraft had completed its circle he straightened the wheel and eased it
forward, dropping towar ds the waiting runway. But his mind wasn't completely on histask and he
was a good enough pilot to know it.

"Bring her in, will you, Colonel?" he asked.

Harding nodded and took control. He knew what the other man was thinking. Like an afterimage
the memory of that burnished
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metal tower hung before him too. He brushed it away and concentrated; the multiple wheels touched down
and he reversed thrust on the engines, braked and slowed. Only when they were rumbling along the
taxiway towards the buildings did he speak.

"And you're going to fly that son-of-a-bitch?"

It was halfway between a statement and a question, perhaps a suspicion that something as big as that
couldn't ever lift off the ground. Patrick heard the tone and understood; he grinned slightly as he unbuckled
and stood.

"Yes, I'm going to fly that son-of-a-bitch."

He went back to themain cabinand I. L. J. Flax signaled him to come over. Flax sat on the couch, lolling
back, the telephone handset almost lost in his big hand. Flax normally didn't enjoy flying because he was too
cramped. Over six feet tall, he must have been over six feet around the middle as well; with hislegs wide
apart hefilled the couch. He had a tendency to sweat and his shaven, bald skull was dotted with droplets.

"Yes, dl right,” he said in his clear, ever-so-dlightly accented English. "Keep the line to them open. I'll call
again as soon as formalities are over." He could have been talking to anywhere in the world. Air Force One
had the communi cations capacity of an aircraft carrier. Flax hung up the phone and pushed it away,
scowling unseeingly at the window.

"Still under observation but the medics seem to agree that it's appendicitis,” he said. "They'll operatein a
couple of hours. Wonderful. Y ou'd think a doctor would take better care of himself. Why the hell should a
doctor get appendicitis?' He shook his head in unbelief, hisloose jowls flapping.

"Maybe you don't believeit, Flax, but doctors have appendixestoo.” Patrick stood in front of the full-length
mirror and knotted histie. At thirty-seven he didn't look too bad. An Apollo next to Flax—but then anyone
was. His gut was still flat and he exercised enough to stay in shape. Handsome enough so that girls didn't
run away screaming, although his jaw was on the large size and his hairline had a tendency to creep alittle
higher every year. He pulled the knot tight and reached for his jacket. "And Kennelly does have a backup.
We've al worked with Feinberg and helll do thejob al right.”
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"Ten will get you twenty he never shows," Ely Bron said.

Ely was sitting by the window, hislong nose in a book—its usua position—and hadn't appeared to be



listening. But he had the maddening ability of being able to read and talk at the same time. He could win an
argument and remember every word of the chapter he had read while doing it. He turned a page.

"What's the bet?" Patrick asked. "Feinberg's our only backup medic. He has to show."
"Really? Then let's see your ten spot.”

"It'sabet," Flax said. "Do you know something we don't, Ely?"

"Know, guess, ear to the wall. It's the same thing."

"I'll take another ten if you're throwing your money away," Patrick said. He buttoned his uniform jacket and
brushed some invisible dust from his major's oakleaves. It was probably ten bucks thrown away since Dr.
Ely Bron had away of usually being right about things and of winning bets. And he would let you know too.
Patrick tried hard to like his nuclear physicist colleague but was aware that he did not always succeed.

"Let'sgo," Flax said, heaving his bulk to hisfeet as they slowed and stopped. "Band, guard of honor,
politicians, usud crap."

"Isit good afternoon or good evening?' Patrick asked, looking at his watch.
"Dobry Vyecher isgood at any time," Flax said. "Or Zdract-vooyetiP

Through the open door came the first notes of the Star Spangled Banner, dlightl” off key and with the beat
wrong, sounding more like a Russian folk song than the siege of Fort McHenry. The ranked batteries of
cameras clicked when they appeared at the head of the stairs, and the reception party stepped forward.
There were some mercifully brief speeches of welcome, in Russian, followed by equally brief statements of
pleasure at being able to come—then it was inside for the vodka and caviar. And the press. Patrick was
relieved that Flax fielded most of the questions, switching from Russian to Polish to German to English
without hesitation. Ely Bron seemed to do just aswell in French and German, no doubt learned in his spare
time at MIT when he wasn't getting another master's or doctorate. Patrick had worked
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hard on his technical Russian and knew he could work a space flight in it—but he wasn't up to conducting
any interviews. It would have to be English or nothing. A short man in avery wrinkled suit pushed through
the crowd towards him. His glasses were stained and he had a tendency to spray fine droplets when he
talked.

"Alkington, World Star, London/' he said in faint cockney and pushed a microphone towards Patrick.
"Major Winter, as Commander of this venture | imagine you must have very definite ideas about it. Firstly
the danger..."

"I don't think venture is quite the right word." Patrick smiled when he spoke; he had met Pilkington'stype
before on both sides of the Atlantic. There were reporters who wanted facts, hard news. And there were
others who wrote primarily for people who moved their lips when they read. He had read World Star
occasionally and thought it made ideal catbox lining, but remembered his training. " Always be nice to the
press.”

"Operation Prometheus is ajoint Soviet-American project that combines the specific knowledge and talents
of both countriesin away that will benefit the whole world."

"Y ou mean the Russians are better at something than the Americans?' The microphone hovered close and
Patrick, still holding his sincere smile, thought how much better it would be pushed down Pilkington's throat.

"What we're doing is beyond political or national rivalries. The Prometheus operation will supply
pollution-free energy at atime when traditional sources of power are running out. Eventually it will supply
this energy to every nation on the face of the earth...."



"But now only the Russians and the Americans are going to get any?"

"Right now just the Soviets and the Americans are building and financing the project which has cost
twenty-two billion dollars to launch. Once in place it can be expanded far more cheaply. In any case any
increase in total world energy supplies will benefit everybody."

Pilkington wiped his lips with the back of his hand and twitched, then took a new tack. "The danger, that's
thething the
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whole world's worried about. This death ray you'll be shooting out, it could wipe out whole cities, couldn't
it?'

"That's not quite true, Mr. Pilkington, I'm afraid you must have been reading your own paper." A quick
thrust instantly half-regretted. "Colonel Kuznekov devel oped the technique and it has been tested as
thoroughly as anyone knows how. Electricity is generated from sunlight in space by simple thermal means,
aturbine-driven generator, then broadcast as a beam of high-energy short waves. These are received on
Earth and converted back into electricity."

"But couldn't this death ray get out of control and wipe the countryside right out?"'

"The radio waves are the same as the radio waves that are all round us now. They're just stronger; more
concentrated. Admittedly if you stood in the right spot they could cook you." His voice left no doubt asto
who it was that needed cooking. "But thisis a very remote possibility. The receiving antennae are located in
extremely remote surroundings, and there are a great number of automatic controls to stop the broadcasting
if any emergency should arise.” Patrick looked across the room, over the reporter's head, and saw Nadya
standing against the far wall. "Y ou'll have to excuse me, I'm needed over there. Be sure and tell your
readers that Britain's power grid isideally set up to distribute electricity of thiskind. Eventualy it will supply
all the UK's power needs—incidentally getting rid of al the pollution you get through the burning of
irreplaceable coal and oil. Thank you."

He ducked round the microphone and pushed his way through the crowd, reaching out to take two of the
tiny glasses of icy vodka from atray. She turned as he came up. The remembered face with the
transparent, ice-blue eyes with the little tilt at their corners, the hair golden as Ukrainian wheat. She wasin
uniform, awide leather belt tight about the long jacket, arow of little medals on ribbons pinned over the
swell of her breast.

"Nadya..."
"Welcome to the Soviet Union, Mgor Winter." She took one of the glasses and raised it, unsmiling.

"Thank you, Mgjor Kalinina" He drank it down with asingle motion and his eyes never left hers. Her fixed
expression did not
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change. "Nadya, after thisthing is over | would like to talk to you. ..."

"There will be many opportunities for conversation, Mgjor, during our official duties.”
"Damn it, Nadya, you know what | mean. | want to explain. ..."

"I do know what you mean, Mgjor, and no explanations are needed. If you will excuse me."

Her voice, like her expression, never altered, but when she turned around her skirt swirled out and dropped
back to her polished leather boots, swirling faster perhaps than she had intended. Patrick watched her
receding back and smiled. She was still awoman. Maybe she hated him but by God she wasn't indifferent
to him.



What had it been, just four months since she had left Houston? After those long, long weeks of training on
the Prometheus Flight Deck simulator. At first he had felt like all the other Americans in the program, felt
angrier if anything because he would have to fly with her as his copilot. Sure, everyone knew that the
Russians had women in their space program, Valentina Tereshkova had been the first and others had come
after her. But Prometheus was too big a project for anything but the best—and the Soviets had sent a
woman. A palitical publicity ploy, nothing else. Good old USSR, home of female and racid equality, shining
example to capitalistic USA where male fascists cracked the whip over women and the darker races.
Maybe that had been the idea behind their choosing Nadya, there was no way to tell, but she had done her
job and had done it so well that no one had ever found anything to bitch about. She was too good at what
she did. From the very first moment they had met in Houston, she had had Patrick on the defensive. . . .

"Ya orchen rad vctretitsa s vamy" Patrick had said.

"How do you do, Mgjor Winter. Y ou have avery good accent and | am sure when we speak Russian
during operations that there will be no problem. But wouldn't it be better if we spoke English now?"
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Sure, because your English is perfect and | probably sound like an illiterate coal miner from the
Caucasus. But he couldn’t be sure of this because she quickly added that she had never beenin an
English-speaking country before and she hoped he and everyone would permit her to talk with native
speakers to perfect her knowledge of the language. Feeling like a very native speaker, he had agreed.

The training had been rough but she had hacked it without getting a hair out of place. Like Patrick, she had
firgt trained to fly fighters, then gone on to be atest pilot. Unlike him she had gone back to school for a
degreein orbital navigation. She had flown a number of missions on Soyuz and then on Salyut. At times he
felt lucky that he had one more space mission than she had—plus the fact that the last stage of Prometheus
was an American design. Or he would have been working as copilot for her. She had even been made a
major a month before he had. It was enough to give anormally superior male intense feelings of inferiority.

Not only that but she was goddamn good-looking. The blond hair, blue eyes and tilty-nose bit was okay,
though she rarely smiled and wore a baggy jump suit for training. But Sundays were always free, aNASA
rule in Houston, and on her second one she had accepted an invite for a hamburger barbecue around the
pool at Doc Kennelly's. Doc was a stocky, smiling Irishman with a doting wife and seven noisy kids who
was, behind the jokes and the Irish whiskey, the best space medic in the business. Nadya may have tried to
dodge the invitation, but she never had areal chance to say no. She showed up at the party in a Russian
cotton dress of such massive ugliness that she appeared more feminine and attractive by comparison. May
Kennelly had taken one horrified look and whisked her into the house and behind closed doors. Some form
of feminine argument, backed up by the stew-pot climate of a Houston August, had got Nadyainto awispy
blue bikini that brought on awhistling round of masculine applause. She accepted it with a small bow then
did a smooth dive into the pool. The afternoon had been all a breeze after that. Once out of uniform Nadya
seemed to be a more accessible person, ready to talk about trivial things, ready to smile. When Doc
shouted Come and get it, Patrick grabbed two paper plates and loaded them up.
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Nadya was drying her hair with a thick towel and looking very good indeed in the bikini.
"Hungry?" he asked.

" Ravenous. Like a Siberian wolf."

"Then you'rein luck. Doc's burgers have no relation to those rubber shoe heelswe get in the
commissary. Ground sirloin, Bermuda onions, Canadian cheddar—along with May's secret
formula bean salad, cole slaw, garlic pickles, french fries, that's the way, douse them with
ketchup, and all therest. Digin."

Shedid, with an appetite as good as his, washed down with cans of Jax beer from theice-filled



washtub. " Thisisvery good," she said.

"You better believeit, real American home cooking for a Sunday afternoon. If you were back in
Russia what would you be eating now?"

" That would depend where you were. The Soviet Union isvery large you must remember, with
many different peoples. At my home, in Leningrad there would be herring and brown bread,
perhaps cucumber in sour cream, very good in summer, and kvass to drink."

" Kvass}"

"You do not haveit here. It isadrink made from old bread...."
"Doesn't sound so great."

"Oh, no, itis. Likeabeer. Very good in hot weather."

It was easy talk, not really important, but still fun. Nadya lay back on the grass, her arms behind
her head, and even if he had wanted to Patrick could not have ignored therise and fall of her
breasts.

"Have you a family back home?"

"Yes, one brother and onesister. Both married and | am an aunt threetimes now. When | go
home thereisalways plenty of family to see."

" And you never married?"

" No. One day perhaps, but I've been too busy up until now. But you shouldn't talk. In all the
publicity releases from NASA | read that you arethe only unmarried astronaut. What is your
reason?"

"Noreason, really. | guess| like being a bachelor and don't
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want to betied down. | suppose | just enjoy playing the field/'
"Thisexpression, | do not understand it."

"Sang. You know, like playing around, only not so much the same thing. Going out with girls and enjoying a
healthy sex life without worrying about hearing the wedding bells chime."

Nadya sat up abruptly and pulled the towel around her shoulders, her unrevealing working expression back
on her face. "In the Soviet Union we do not talk about this sort of thing."

"Really. Well we certainly do here. Y ou get some of these wives alone and you'll hear some utterly
fascinating things. Relax, Nadya, it'sjust reality, you know. I'm a healthy male of thirty-seven. Y ou wouldn't
really believe | wasavirgin, would you? And you are, what did the release say, thirty years old, and damn
good-lookingtoo soyou "

"Y ou must excuse me." Sherose swiftly to her feet. "I must thank Dr. and Mrs. Kennelly for their
hospitality.”

They never talked thisway again. Not that Nadya was distant or even unfriendly, just that the relationship
aways stayed a professional one. If they did have a chance for small talk, between training sessionsin the
simulator trainer when the computer was having problems, it was the kind of talk two pilots who barely
knew each other might have during aflight. Trivial but never personal. This situation continued right through
their months of training, right to the very end. They worked well together and both did their job in ahighly



professional manner. Period. After work they never saw one another unlessit was at some official
function, like the going-away party. This stage of the training was ended. In the morning the Soviet team
would be jetting back to Baikonur—Star City—the big Soviet rocket complex. The next time they would all
meet would be at Baikonur, for the launch.

It was hot and the air conditioner was overloaded, they were all in uniform and drank alot of toasts. Patrick
realized that it took three good blinks before he could focus his eyes well enough to read his watch. After
two in the morning. Time to go. He had brought the car and he still wasn't so wiped out that he couldn't
drive it home easily through the wide, empty streets. But no more drink. Stepping over abroken glass, he
found the front door. On
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the steps two Russians were holding up the unconscious form of athird. Patrick walked around them
digging out his keys. Someone was standing quietly under atree near the cars and as he came close he
realized it was Nadya.

"Good-night,” he said. "See you in Baikonur." He walked on, then stopped. "Having trouble?"
"No. It isnothing. | just don't want to drive with those three.”

"I don't blame you. If they don't pass out before they get to the car they'll add to the highway mortality
figures by morning. I'll drive you home."

"Thank you. But a cab has been called."

"Many are called but few arrive. Thistime on a Saturday night you stand the chance of a snowball in
August. Get in, you're only ablock away from me."

Knowing he had drunk alot, Patrick drove with slow concentration. Staying under 35 and obeying the stop
signsinstead of easing through slowly in the traditional Hollywood Stop. Despite this, and the empty roads,
they almost added to the mortality figures themselves.

The car roared around the bend towards them, high beams blinding, on the wrong side of the road.

Patrick responded with atest pilot's trained reflexes. The other car might swerve back, so if he tried to pass
it on the left there could be a head-on smash. Small houses on the right, set back from the road, lawns and
shrubsin front, no trees.

He twisted the wheel hard, smashed into the curb and up over and on to the sidewalk, the grass. Hitting the
brake and fighting the slewing surging machine. The other car was gone by in an instant, never stopping.
Then Patrick had the twisting ton of metal under control and back into the street, stopping.

"Y ou dirty son-of-a-bitch," he said, watching the tail lights vanish around aturn in the distance.
"Is everything all right?"
"It isnow - but that screwball bastard was out to kill us."

The street was silent. No lights had come on in the dark houses, no one was interested. Maybe screaming
brakes were the norm around here. The careening black marks of their tires dliced through the lawn and
flowerbeds. "I'll get you home. Call the
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police and report this thing. My insurance will buy this guy some new rose bushes.”

All of the drink had worn off, quite suddenly. He parked in her driveway and Nadya unlocked the front door
of her apartment. By the time he was off the phone he wondered why he had bothered. No one hurt, no



cars smashed, the Houston police were massively uninterested in even recording the details. He gave them
all theinformation in any case and dammed the receiver back down. Nadya was standing behind him with
avery large scotch on the rocks; he realized suddenly he was completely sober and very much in need of a
drink now that the burst of adrenalin was wearing off.

"Blessings on your head," he said taking the glass and drinking deep. He put it on the table and placed his
hands lighdy about her waist. "Y ou know that was pretty hairy for a moment."

"It did look dangerous.”

"Deadly. Those nut cases were out to kill us. Set back the joint American-Soviet space program ten years it
would." Suddenly it did not seem funny at all. "I was frightened. For you, not me. | didn't want anything to
happen ... to you-----"

Words ran out and, without conscious thought, he pulled her tight to him and kissed her with a passion that
was not artificial, that surprised him with itsintensity. Kissed her and she returned the kiss, her lips and
tongue hot in his, nor did she pull away when his hands went down her body, moving with their own will.

Her underwear was very non-proletarian, dark lace, very delicate. The rug was soft under them and
everything was just right. Until he realized, suddenly, that he was all alone. She was there, yes, naked and
lovely beyond belief, but she apparently felt nothing. Her body did not move and her hands lay at her sides.
What they had felt together, what they must have felt together, was gone. He ran his fingers over her
breast and down the firm roundness of her stomach and she lay quiet.

"Nadya," he said, then did not know what more to add. Her eyes were open but she was not looking at him.
"I'm too old for rape." He sat up, regretting the words the instant he spoke them.

Whatever regrets he had were too late. The bedroom door slammed behind her and the bits of lace and the
crumpled dress
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were the only reminders of what had been just short instants before. He talked to her through the door, tried
to apologize, explain, but she never answered. Nor was he very clear in what he said because he was not
sure himself just what had happened. In the end he dressed, poured another large drink, left it untouched on
the bar and stamped out into the hot night. At the last moment he had even caught the door as it Sammed
shut behind him, fury instantly becoming concern, closing it quietly and wondering just how he did feel about
her. About everything.

He never had made his mind up completely. Some things seemed clear, he thought he had the right
answers, but seeing her there in the stuffy room in Baikonur changed everything one more time. Four
months. Nothing had changed. The same exit, the same closed door. He envied her her certainty of
decision. Exactly how he felt was not clear at al.

"Tovarich," adeep voice said and he turned with relief and took the proffered glass of vodka from the
Soviet officer.

"Mir, mir inour bloody time and forever," he said, and drained the glass.

" Reilly, do you realize that it's only nine in the morning and it's already so hot you could fry an egg
on this oscilloscope. This place is worse than the Cape.”

"| feel so sorry for you, Duffy. If you don't like it why did you sign up?'°

" For the same reason you did. When they folded the C5-A project NASA was the only place hiring.
What does this bunch of screwball letters mean?"

"The alphabet is called Cyrillic, Duffy, don't flaunt your ignorance. Zemlya 445L . Connection of



that number. Yevgeni..." Heturned to the stolid technician who stood on the platform beside them
and rattled off a quick question in Russian. Yevgeni grunted and flipped through the thick manual
he held and found the correct diagram. Reilly squinted against the intense sunlight, then read the
translation aloud. " Secondary starter circuit first stage servo disconnect.”

Duffy removed the stainless steel screws from the support collar
18

and examined the multi-connectors where the looms passed through a bulkhead into a high-pressure
helium tank. He carefully pulled back the clips and with a rocking motion pulled out the uppermost
fifty-way plug and sprayed cleaner on the gold-plated pins. Satisfied, he reconnected it and nodded
to Yevgeni who made an entry in the thick manual.

" Thirteen down and maybe four million to go/® Duffy said. " Ask your buddy where the next oneisin
this system. You know, | been wonderingy how come a good mick named Reilly speaks thislingo?"

"My adviser in college said it was the language of the space age, that and English."

" Looks like he was right. | took two years of Spanish and | didn't even learn enough to argue a buck
off the pricewhen | got laid in Tijuana."

The Russian technician worked the controls and the inspection platform rose slowly up between the
towering cylinders of the booster rockets. The ground was three hundred feet below them and the
figures of the other men on the ground appeared tiny as ants. Above their heads the stainless steel
wall rose another hundred and fifty feet. Great braces joined the boosters to each other and to the
core body. There were hydraulic lines, fuel exchange pipes, power cables, oxygen drains, computer
monitoring readouts, telemetry hardlines, hundreds of connections for services of every kind joined
the units of the immense vehicle together.

They were all needed. They must all be able to function perfectly. The failure of a single component
among the thousands and thousands could jeopardize everything.

If Prometheus exploded, it would be the largest non-atomic bomb ever made by man.
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Gregor Salnikov heard the car when it was still far away, a hum no louder than the bees busy in
the flower s beyond the open window. There were other houses further down thisroad, and no
shortage of cars among the officials here at Baikonur. A shortage of paving though; whenever
one passed a cloud of white dust rolled along after it. Apart from the dust he was unawar e of the
carsthat went by; they had nothing to do with him. He carefully spread peach preserve on the
thick slice of bread, then poured the heavy glass full of tea. The car stopped in the road
outside—then the engine was turned off. Here? A car door slammed and he stood up to look out.
It was a big, black Czechoslovakian Tatra, more of atank than a car. An old one too, with the
tripletail fins, and there was only onelikeit in all Star City. He went down the passageway and
his hand was on the knaob just as the knocker sounded.

"Comein Colonel," hesaid.

"Vladimir if you please, Gregor. | think we know each other well enough by now. And what would
the Americansthink if it was'Colonel Kuznekov' and 'Engineer Salnikov' all through the flight."

"I'm sorry, Vladimir, comein please. Bad mannersthe heat ..."



"| alwaystold the men in my outfit don't complain, don't explain. Though you are not in my
company | give you the same advice for free."

They were a study in contrasts, in age and in every other way. Colonel Kuznekov was a rock of a
man in his middlefifties, stocky and hard, hisgrizzled hair astough aswire. Gregor Salnikov was
a head taller and twenty year s younger, blond, easy-going, still with the accent of his native
Georgia. He led the way to the kitchen and while the Colonel dropped into a chair he put fresh
teain the pot and filled it with boiling water from the samovar.

"1 thought | would bring my car and take you to the meeting,"
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Kuznekov said. " Very important, very high level, the world watching.”
Gregor looked up at the clock. " But there's more than an hour yet, plenty of time."

" Good. We can enjoy sometea first." Kuznekov dropped a slice of lemon into his glass and
mashed it with his spoon. Instead of adding sugar he held a lump between histeeth and drank
thetea through it in the old-fashioned manner. He did a lot of things like this and some people
wer e foolish enough to take him for arustic. °You have a very pleasant house here, Gregor," he
said.

"Yes," Gregor said, looking around, his face falling as he did so. He had never learned to hide
his emotions. Kuznekov nodded, under standing.

AExcuse meif | speak out of turn, but | think we are good enough friends for you to hear me out.
You wear ablack band on your sleeve—but you also wear one around your heart. | know it hurts
you to talk of this, but some things must be discussed. How long is it now, two months since the
plane crash? Those old Uyushins, some of them should have been retired ten years ago. Y our
wife and small daughter.... But you haveto go on, eh?"

Gregor sat heavily, his hands clasped before him, head lowered. " There aretimeswhen | don't
feel like going on."

"Yet those are the times when we must. You look at me. An old family man, grandpa twelve
times over. But it wasn't always that way. | was nine year s old when the Ger mans came to our
village." Hisvoice did not change much, but was suddenly harder, emotionless, his face the
same. " Black uniforms, lightning bolts on-their collars. Our people werein the way so they just
wiped them out. Like beetles. | was lucky. | was out with the cows and they didn't see me. They
shot the cows though." He shook himself and took a long noisy sip of tea before he continued.

" So what was | to do? No one else there and all the Nazis between me and therest of the
country. | went to the forest and thought about it and met Pyotr there who wasin the same fix.
Only he had done something about it. He had a nice new German rifle and a wallet of ammunition
and was cleaning blood from hisax." He finished the tea with a happy sigh and put the glass
down.
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"In the partisans we fought behind the enemy linesfor therest of thewar. | killed my first man
before | wasten yearsold. | tell you thissimply to show you that life must go on. Your life must
go on. | know how you feel but if you continue like thisyou'll be dropped from the Prometheus
program. And whoever replaces you won't be able to do your work aswell asyou can."

"1 know this. I've been trying. But it's hard."

"Nothing in thisworld is easy, my friend. But you owe it and to therest of ustotry."



"Yes, | will, of course. Thank you."

"Don't waste time thanking me. Just get into my eighteen-year-old racing car and break some
recordsfor the two-kilometer dash."

3

"Mr. President, these are the ladies and gentlemen of the Council for Good Gover nment of
Topeka, Kansas."

Therewere murmurs of greeting and some hesitant bows from the women in the delegation.
President Bandin nodded his great head in solemn welcome, managing to convey a strong
resemblance to Pope John bestowing a benediction. He did not stand, but met them eye to eye,
for hischair wason araised platform behind the great desk. His bandy legs did not match the
noble breadth of hisforehead, but none of his visitors were awar e of thisfor the ceremonious
hush of the Oval Room impressed and subdued even the most cantankerous. Thiswasthe heart
of America and here, under the Great Seal of the Presidency, was the head of state.

"It ismy pleasureto meet with you fine people from the great midwest, and | cannot tell you how
much | back your effortsfor good gover nment. Though | understand that good government is
not the reason that brings you so far to see me."

President Bandin waited expectantly, the massive head tilted
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receptively to hear their pleas. Charley Dragoni, the presidential aide, touched the leader of the
delegation on the arm, and nodded towards the President. The man took a step forward,
coughing to cover his embarrassment, then spoke.

"Mr. President, I, that iswe, want to ... thank you for seeing ustoday. It's a great honor, believe
me. What we come about is not so much government, | mean good gover nment, like the name of
our organization says, you know ..."

" Get on with it, Frank," the elderly woman beside him hissed behind her hand. The spokesman
stammered and hiswords rushed on.

"You seeit'sthegrain prices at the exchange. We been taking a beating with futures and some
people are making a fortune sellin' to the Russians while some of us got to take bank loans for
fertilizer and seed crop. 'Tain't fair to theindependent producer__ "

"You sir, ladies and gentlemen, | do know your problem." The spokesman's voice was cut off
instantly as President Bandin spoke. "1 know it well and to be honest it's something that
concerns me both night and day. Right here, on my desk at the present moment," hetapped a
thick folder that lay under hisright hand, "isthelatest study on thisimportant topic and the dr aft
of my plan to alleviate the situation. If there are profiteersthey will be punished and they will
profit no more. You people who work the soil with your own hands must prosper, not greedy
speculators. You arethe heartland of thisgreat country and your cropsthe blood that feeds us
all. Your voiceswill be heard. Thank you."

With these words as a clue, and the final impressive nod, Charley Dragoni pushed on the nearest
arms and began moving them towar ds the door. An old man, nearest to the desk, was shaking
with controlled passion and he called out hoar sely,

"Mr. President, | gotta be frank, | didn't vote you for last election. But being here, meeting you
likethis, it's something, Mr. President, and you got my vote and everyonein my family."

"Thank you, sir, | appreciate your sincerity and know it isa free choicein a free society." The



President thought for a second, then pulled out histie pin with the presidential seal upon it.
"Your honesty humbles me. Please, take thisas a reminder of thisvisit. It'sthe last one | have."
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Dragoni passed the pin to the man and his emotional thanks were audible asthey all left the
room and Dragoni closed the door behind the last bluerinse.

"Isthat it for today, Dragoni? | hopeto Christ it is." Bandin settled back heavily in his chair and
loosened his collar while his assistant consulted a card.

"Yes, sir, thelast until four this afternoon when you're meeting with the delegation of Puerto
Rican Congressmen."

"Moretrouble from the spies? They're getting to be wor se than the nigs these days." He took
off hisjacket and the waiting Dragoni wasthereto takeit and hang it in the closet. " And don't
waste your timein there," Bandin called after him. This message was clear to Dragoni who
ratded quickly in the concealed bar and emerged with alarge bourbon and branch. Bandin drank
heavily and smacked hislipswith pleasure, then dug a presidential-seal pin out of the top drawer
of the desk and pushed it carefully into histie. After this he opened the heavy folder under his
right hand and took out the betting form and handed it to Dragoni.

"Thisonewith thered lineunder it, fourth race at Santa Anita. A thousand to win. What about
the Prometheus doctor ?"

"Finalized, sir. Therewas some initial problem with Doctor Kennelly but he sees reason now.
It's a national emergency and he's a government employee.”

"1'll say it's a national emergency when that bastard Polyarni came up with a girl cosmonaut.
After those nice talks at the tractor exhibition; hands acr oss the sea, cooperation, all that crap.
And this broad waiting in the closet ready to be pushed on at die last minute. But wait until he
has to face his Comintern buddies when he finds out what we've got in our closet. Oh, baby, how |
wish | could see hisfacethen! I'd give a hundred grand to any CIA spook who could bug the
Kremlin room when hetellsthem."

"Areyou serious about that, sir?"

"You have no sense of humour, Dragoni, hone at all. Fill up the glass again."
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All people care about istheir own tiny corner of the universe, I. L. J. Flax thought to himself.

"You gentlemen do realizethat in just forty-five minutes | must be at thefirst press conference
herefor Prometheus? Satellite relays for television, the world press, the works."

He spokein English to Vandelft who headed the American engineering team, then turned and
said the same thing in Russian to Glushko, his opposite number on the Soviet side. What little
they spoke of the other'slanguage had long vanished in the heat of the moment. One from
Siberia, the other from Oshkosh—it was amazing how much they resembled each other.
Gold-rimmed glasses, thinning hair, tobacco-stained fingers, shirt pockets stuffed with pens and
pencils, the inevitable calculator slung like a gun in a holster on each hip.

"1 know that, Flax," Vandelft said, hisfingerstapping nervously on hisclipboard. " But thiswon't
take fifteen minutes, ten, you've just got to do something. What the hell isthe point of a news
conferenceif all the final testing's held up? We're never going to launch on timeiif that



happens."

"Thereisnotrouble" Glushko said, his eyes murderous and cold as he avoided looking at his
opposite number. " It isthe Americans who have stopped the work. We're ready to proceed at
once."

"All right, I'll come, for the sake of unity, peace, mir. Remember thisisajoint project sol'd
appreciateit if you would both at least act asthough you wished to act jointly." Herepeated this
in Russian as he lumbered out of the door and into the full heat of the day, the beads of sweat
turning to rivulets asthe sun smote him. Vandelft was at thetiller of one of the golf cartsthe
NASA personnel used forgetting about the sprawling base, and Flax squeezed in beside him. The
Soviets scor ned this effete form of transportation and Glushko was already on his bicycle leading
theway.
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You just never get used to the size, Flax thought. And in a couple of days|'m going to be sitting
in Mission Control and coaxing thisbird into orbit. It'sa long way from Pszczyna.

Flax rarely thought of his native town, for America had been his home since he had been eleven.
But Poland wasthe land of hisbirth, German Poland really and hisfamily had still been
considered Germans though they had lived there for generations. His father was headmaster of
thelocal school, an educated man by any standards, and had raised his son the same way.
German was spoken at home and Russian and Polish in the streets and in school, so young Flax
was nativein all three languages, an ability hisfather had not permitted him to lose when they
had emigrated to the United States when threats of war werein the air. Bookish and always
overweight, he had few friends, and no girl friends. Therefusal of the Army to draft him because
he was so fat only added to his humiliation and drove him further into his studies. He was
studying engineering at Columbia University then and he smelled opportunity when thefirst
coursein electronics was offered, afield so new that they didn't even have a textbook and had to
work from mimeographed notes done the same day of each class. He had goneinto radar

resear ch, then, when working for the same army that had refused him entry a few years earlier,
he felt that justice was coming hisway at last. When NASA was organized he wasthere at the
inception, histechnical knowledge and linguistic ability keeping him on too when the German
rocket scientists were whisked away ahead of the advancing Russians. After this he had never
looked back; some people thought that Flax was Mission Control and he never told them
differently. Now with the joint Soviet-American project he was at the peak of hiscareer. But it
did get tiring.

Thefast elevator shot up inside the servicing tower and they emerged into the air-conditioned
comfort of the Prometheus Assembly Building. PAB was a building without a base, a five-storey
structure perched high in the air on top of the servicing tower that enclosed the entire upper
structure of the spacecraft. Not only were the immense booster s and core body too big to be put
together in a normal Vehicle Assembly Building, but they would have been too massive to move
oncejoined. Thereforethey had 26

been assembled and joined in the open with temporary shelters covering the sensitive stages.
They had been designed with thisin mind and would not suffer from exposure.

But Prometheusitself could not be treated in this cavalier manner. It had been built at the
Kennedy Space Flight Center under the usual sterile and controlled conditions, air conditioned
at all timesto protect the circuitry from corrosion and the computer from temperature failure.
After disassembly the various parts had been flown to the Soviet Union by a specially modified
fleet of C5-AS. Therefore the need for PAB, perched above the rockets, a building with the
correct environment where the components could be reassembled.

Technicians moved aside when the three men crossed the floor to the entry hatch. Flax led the



way, puffing as he pulled himself through the opening, and looked round the now familiar Flight
Cabin.

Asin any other Flight Cabin the controls and instruments dominated everything. Yuri Gagarin
went into space as a passenger facing a panel with twelve different instruments. Things had
changed a bit since histime. Systems of all kinds proliferated and with each new system came
controls, with the controls meters and readouts, until every available inch of space on all sides of
the two pilots' coucheswas thick with them. Just learning the position and function of the
instrumentation required thousands of hours of study, then hundreds of hoursin the Flight Cabin
Simulator putting this knowledge into practice.

"Just look at that,” Vandelft said, angrily. " Look how the Russkies have fucked everything up!”

"Fook up!" Glushko shouted. In his months working with the Americans he had at least picked
up that much English.

" Gentlemen, please,” Flax said, patting the air with both hands, trying to hush them. " | seethe
problem, the matter under discussion. Now if you both kindly shut up we'll see what we can do
about it."

He had to find an answer that would satisfy both parties—and it would not be an easy one. Under
every switch, dial or readout a clearly lettered plate was fixed describing its function. Labels
such as PDI ABORT or RCSdid not make much senseto alayman but
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they were vital to the pilots. Next to each of these abbreviations was the same information spelled out in
Cyrillic. But something new had been added.

On all sides, under and around the original labels, there were bits of paper that had been pasted on. Some of
it was yellow paper, others ruled sheets from notebooks, and all of it covered in crabbed Russian
handwriting.

"The whole thing looks like a notice board in a supermarket,” Vandelft said. "Are we selling spare tires and
baby sitters or are we flying a goddamn spaceship?"

"These are necessary because of the inadequate information and labeling in English,” Glushko shouted, his
voice drowning out the other engineeer's. "My technicians must check the circuitry and for that the labeling
must be in Russian. Besides—see—you do the same thing! So why should not we?"

He pointed triumphantly to some neatly lettered bits of card that Patrick Winter had attached to some of the
most important readouts he would use in takeoff. Specific information about limits that should not be
exceeded, figures to be watched.

"l don't think thisis quite the same thing," Flax said, raising his hand as the Russian engineer started to
protest. "However we can compromise. Y our labels stay up aslong as your technicians are working here.
Then they come down—all of them. What benefits them on the ground has nothing to do with the need of
the Soviet pilot in flight. Glushko! Hear me out before you stamp off in a huff. The paper |abels come down,
but your pilot may attach any special labels she might need, just as our pilot has done. They can discussit
and we'll al abide by their decisions. Okay?"

They would accept the compromise, they had to. He looked at his watch. Good Christ! He was late
already.

They had started without him. The auditorium was half filled with newsmen and photographers, bright under
the big lights for the television cameras. The platform seemed even more crowded than the audience as all
officials of the partner nations who could, got into the act. Top NASA brass was matched by their opposite
numbersin SCSE, the Soviet State Commission for Space Ex-
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ploration. The astronauts and cosmonauts seemed lost in the crowd. There was an empty seat next to them
they had saved for him. Flax hated making alate and obvious entry, particularly since everyone would find
him more interesting than the Soviet official now nattering away. It couldn't be helped. He took a deep
breath just as someone touched him on the arm. An MP captain stood there, flanked by two sergeants. All
three wore sidearms.

"Top Secret communication, sir, from the code room. Could | please see your ID."

"For God's sake, Captain, you've known me for over ayear..." The protest faded away in the light of the
officer'simpassivity and Flax fumbled out the card. The captain studied it carefully, as though he had never
seen it before, and nodded.

"Sergeant, note this number, then the time and date."

Flax moved from one foot to the other as the sergeant took out a pad and slowly wrote down the
particulars. Only when this was done did the officer unlock an attache case chained to hiswrist and take
out a sealed buff envelope that was stamped TOP SECRET in angry red letters. Flax stuffed it into his
pocket and turned away, but he wasn't through yet.

"Please sign the register, sir. Here... and here... and initial in thisbox ... and here on the second sheet."

Finally free, Flax walked swiftly down the aide, uncomfortably conscious of the heads turning curioudly to
follow him. Only the minister droned on, unaware. Flax stood at the foot of the steps and waited until the
red light blinked off on the camera doing a panoramic shot of the entire stage and the light came on on the
closeup camera covering the politician. As fast as reasonably possible he climbed the stairs and rolled
across the stage to his seat. Ely Bron, in awell-tailored and obviously expensive charcoa gray suit, leaned
forward and whispered in his ear.

"I hope she was worth the delay, Flax. Can | have her name when you get tired of her?”
"Shut up, Ely. You'reareal painin the butt,” he hissed back.

The Russian sat down, to amild flutter of applause, and was replaced by a NASA official who said
approximately the same things the other had, only in English. Flax mopped sweat from his head as subdy as
he could, and waited for his breathing to calm
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down. Then he remembered the communication in hisjacket pocket.

SECRET was stamped over almost every paper he touched, but top secret with all the signing
and guards and such was much morerare. Whatever it waswould surely be a bit more
interesting than the speeches. He slipped the envelope out of his pocket and, in the
concealment of his crossed legs and massive hands, managed to work it open and take out the
message inside. He waited until the closeup camera was on the speaker, then swiftly read it.

Then read it again, sweat bursting from every pore.
After that hejust sat numbly until Ely tapped him on the arm.
"Flax, wake up, you're on. Give'em hell, boy."

Flax walked slowly to the podium and adjusted the microphonein front of hislips. Cameras
clicked and the blank eyes of the television cameras stared directly at him. The whole world was
watching. He coughed a bit into his hand then began to speak.

"Astheman in charge of Mission Control it ismy job to act asliaison between the crew of



Prometheus and the machines and men on the ground, link the two into a single functioning unit.
My job heretoday isto introduce the astronauts and cosmonauts who will be on thisfirst flight.
However, beforel do, | would liketo read to you from a communication | have just received
from the Space Center in Houston. Asyou can see there are only five people beside me on the
platform where there should be six. Doctor Kennelly, the space physician who wasto go in
Prometheus, has been suddenly taken ill. It's not serious, not seriousthat isin that heisin no
danger. He was oper ated on yesterday for appendicitis with certain complications and the
prognosisisfor complete recovery. However he will not be in any condition for thisflight.
Therefore another NASA doctor has been appointed in his place. Asyou all know we have
standbys for everyone on this mission, since the health of any single individual cannot be allowed
to affect the entire operation. I will now read to you from the communication | have just
received."

Flax took out the sheet and the cameras clicked even faster.
"It beginswith a description of Dr. Kennelly's condition, then
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adds, 'Considering the present incumbent inoper ative procedur es have been optioned for
gualified trained backup replacement now en route Houston Baikonur ETA 1500 hours your
time. Replacement physician is Doctor C. Samuel attached Houston Space M edicine Resear ch
Center. Doctor Samuel is 32 years old and a graduate of Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore,
Maryland. After graduation sheinterned at Johns Hopkins Hospital ...""

A rising murmur from the press cut him off asthose who understood English caught the meaning
of what Flax was saying. The simultaneous translation droned on and short momentslater the
Russian speakersjerked to attention and the murmur grew. Flax stood silent and immobile and
waited for silence.

"Ely, did you hear that," Patrick said angrily.
" Politics, my friend, politics."

"You'redamned right! A woman cosmonaut one up to Moscow, so as soon as Doc K ennellygot
sick they must have started scratching around in every NASA lab to find a woman to slot into the
program in his place. She can't have been trained so quickly. They're going to sell Prometheus
down theriver just to play politicsone moretime___ "

"1f I may continue," Flax said. " After graduation Doctor Samuel interned at Johns Hopkins
Hospital. All of her biographical material isin this message and will be available to the press
after this meeting. Doctor Samuel isa midwesterner, that is she grew up in Detroit although she
was born in Mississippi. Before going to Johns Hopkins for pre-medical training she obtained a
BA in education at Tuskegee Institute."

Only the Americans were completely aware now, therest of the international audience listening
and taking notes. Ely sat so quietly his silence was a message. Patrick's jaw was tensed so hard
the muscles stood out in ridges. Nadya, sitting next to him, heard him curse under his breath.
Now she was angry too.

"Why do you speak likethat?" shewhispered. " Don't you think a woman isfit to come on this
flight? Are women inferior?"

" Politics. They're playing politics."
"Sowhat if it ispolitics? If sheisqualified it isa very good thing."
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"But don't you realize just how dirty a gamethey're playing? The Soviets have a woman on this
flight, so they must have a woman too. Only they've gone one better. Thiswill really buy the
votes and put the finger in the old Russki eye."

"Why areyou so vicious?"
"Why? Didn't you understand? Didn't you hear the name of her school, Tuskegee?"
"| did, yes, but | do not know this center of education."

"Well | do. It's black An all-black school. Now if you don't think replacing a pot-bellied
Irish-American with a black woman isn't playing poalitics, then I'd like to know just what in hell
is?"
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COTTENHAM NEW TOMN, ENGLAND

"You turn on thetelly dear, whilel clean up theteathings." Irene said, stacking the dishes
while she spoke.

"Right," Henry Lewis said, pushing himself away from the table. He walked slowly into the front
parlor and switched on the set. It was an old one and took a long time to warm up. His favorite
chair was already in front of the screen and there was a packet of Woodbines on the table next to
it. Helit one and opened the week's TV Mirror.

"I thought so," he called out. " Repeat of that L eeds United game. The one we missed when we
were at your mother's."

The screen flickered and cameto life as he reached out a finger and punched ITV. A man with a
neck like a bulldog was talking a for eign language while another voice translated into English.
Irritated, Henry pushed BBC-i only to find the same man speaking there. ITV was still the same
so, in alast forlorn hope, he did what herarely did and pushed BBC-2 and got just what he
deserved. Three men sitting on wooden chairs blowing horns.

He kicked off his slippers disgustedly and pulled on his boots.
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Taking his cap and jacket he called out to hiswife, " Christ knows what they're up to. Going for a
stroll.”

" Seeyou at closing time."

It was a perfect summer evening and hereally didn't mind being out of the house. At the end of
theterrace heturned down New Town Road past the tall council flats of the estate. He didn't
likethem. Morelike barracksthan proper flats. He came abreast of The King's Arms but went
on. All plastic and fizzy keg beer with a juke box; he had been in there once and never gone
back. Not a decent place at all. It wasten minutes further to the old village, but worth the effort.

Thiswas a bywater, surrounded on all sides by the new town. The main road to the plant from the
motorway had sliced away half the village, while the housing estates loomed on all sides. But the
remaining bit of village was built in a steep valley and perhapsit would have cost moreto fill it in
than leaveit. There were some cottages, a shop or two, and a half-timbered building with a
peeling signboard swinging in front of it. The Horse and Groom, Free House. Henry thumbed
down theiron latch and pushed the heavy wooden door open.

" Evening, Henry," thelandlord said, wiping down the bar.



" Evening, George."

Henry leaned both elbows on the dark wood and watched quietly while George pulled a pint of
mild and pushed it over to him. He took a deep draw and sighed happily. George nodded in
agreement.

"That'sagood barrel, that oneis," he said.

"All right. Not theway it used to be."

"What is?"

"You can say that again. Even the bloody weather's goneto hell."
"They say it'sthose rockets."

"Rockets! That'swhat they had on telly this evening instead of the football. Yanks and Russians
and morerockets. Nothing to do with us, thank Christ. Asif thingsweren't bad enough. At least
we aren't wasting money on capers like that."

" Can't afford to, that'swhy. Those bloody politicians would if they could."
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"You'reright, George. Wet politicians and watery beer." He drained the glass and ropped it
back to the bar. " Give us another one."
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"Flax, | am goingto blow the whistle on the whole thing, so help me | will."

" Patrick, think first! Put it into gear. You weren't born yesterday. Y ou know you have to
compromise in politics and politicsiswhat keeps NASA going. You don't need meto tell you
that."

They stood inside the heavy glass door looking out at the setting sun, ared ball of fire on the
horizon. It was air conditioned inside the building but still warm outside in the Russian evening.
Thetwo M Ps beyond the door, one Soviet the other American, had dark patches under their
arms and looked wrinkled and hot. The road beyond them was empty.

"You told me shewason theway," Patrick said.

"The plane landed, the car was waiting. But you know the kind of delaysthe Russians get into at
theairport here."

" Ely knew something was happening. Remember that bet? He knew or guessed. But who'd have
thought they'd pull this} Not they, thisistoo big a con even for the NASA brass. | can smell
Bandin right behind thiswhole mess."

"No mess, Pat. She'sa qualified doctor__ "

"Theworld'sfull of doctors, but very few fit for space crew. You know what they used to call him
when hewasfirst in the Senate? Rubber Bandin. He could stretch in every direction and always
snap back. Thelast of the old wheeler-dealers. You don't hear it much any more. The PR boys
sold him to the American public like a bunch of bananas. But he's still plain old Rubber Bandin.
Anything for a vote or a buck."

"He'snot a bad president...."



"And not a very good one either. Maybe not as crooked as
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Tricky Dicky, but he's craftier. Look at this bit. He may louse up the entire Prometheus
Project—but by God he'sreally latched onto the women's vote and the black vote. But I'm not
going to buy it."

"Patrick, relax. Think clearly." Flax had him by the arm, hisfingers hot and damp through the
thin fabric. " You've been in the space project what, nine years? It'syour career and thisflight is
the topper, the big one, and you're the pilot. If you say anything you'll get chopped. The people
who own the newspaper s are on Bandin's side and they own the people who write for the papers.
No one will ever know what you wer e talking about—and you'll be down the chute and out of a
job. They'll makeit look like sour grapes and crucify you. And Prometheus will still take off on
schedule with another pilot. Isyour backup as good a pilot asyou? If not—you'll be jeopardizing
the project. Just by opening your mouth."

"It'sdirty, Flax. You makeit look black and white but it's politicsand it'sdirty."

"Patrick, you know better. It's all politics. Remember the old science fiction stories about
rocketstothe Moon? Somerich industrialist builds onein the back yard, or a mad professor
puts one together out of wash boilers and off they go. None of those writers got it right. None of
them ever wrote about middle-aged Army and Navy pilots landing on the M oon. None of them
ever thought of the fact that the space race would bejust that. A race. National glory and wave
theflag. If wedon't get therefirst the Sovietswill. Hurry hurry and pour the money in, take
chances and hope you luck out."

" There'sacar coming. And you'retrying to tell meit's still that way?"

"You had better believeit. The Soviets have the big boosters. We've the rest of the hardware
and the technology. Neither of them alone could get this project off the ground for another ten
year s—if then. Putting the cooperation package together has been the biggest piece of creative
politicsin the history of mankind. Don't louseit up at thislate date. All right, Bandin's making
political hay out of it. So what? If it worksit worksfor usall and that'sthe name of the game,
buddy boy."
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A black Lincoln Continental, American flag snapping on its hood, pulled to a stop outside. A full
Colonel and one of the embassy aides climbed out, then turned to help the other passenger.
Patrick watched, trying to hold down his doubts and his anger, still not sure what to do. A girl
climbed out and walked towardsthe entrance.

Shewas here. Smallish, just up to the shoulders of the two men who flanked her. Dark skin, not
very black but dark enough. Hair cut short and neatly curled. Pretty. Nice features, almost an
Egyptian nose. Good figure too in the cream summer suit. Sound hips, practical legs, good walk.
Christ, what was he doing? Judging a beauty parade or looking at the space medic who could
make or break the flight?

Then they wereinside and introductions all around. Her hand was cool, her grip firm. It didn't
last long and then they were alone with Flax.

"1'm sorry to put you right to work, doctor, but the interview was scheduled. ..."
" Coretta, if you please Dr. Flax."

"The samein return, Coretta. Flax iswhat everyone calls me. Asyou can guess we need good
PR. Newsweek has seen things pretty much our way and they have a reporter out here now to do



thelead for their special issue. Name of Redditch, one of their top people. He' stalked to most of
the others here and should have left but he waited for you. If you're not too tired."

"Not in the slightest. It was a lovely flight, and I'm still excited. I'd loveto talk to him."
" Great. In here. Patrick, you know the way."

It could have been no accident that the large window of the PR lounge faced the launching pad
where Prometheus stood. The giant spacecr aft was framed neatly and stood out against the rose
clouds of dusk. Coretta stopped involuntarily and clasped her hands together.

" Ohh, my goodness! That is something, really something!"

"May | quote you on that?" he asked, a thin stoop-shouldered man by the bar with adrink in his
hand. He had big ears and a potato nose and radiated a sort of shambling good will. But his eyes
wer e attentive and he missed nothing.
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"Dr. Samuel, thisis Mr. Redditch of Newsweek magazine," Flax said. " Would you like something
to drink before we begin?"

" A bourbon or: therocks, not too strong."

"1'll get it,” Patrick said, turningto the well-stocked bar. The best booze was always brought out
for the press. He poured himself a large Chivas Regal with soda and a Jack Daniels Green L abel
for thegirl. They were sitting round the coffee table now and the reporter had a tape recorder in
the center of it. Flax shook his head no when Patrick lifted adrink in hisdirection, eyebrows
raised. Patrick put the drinks on the coffee table and joined them.

"1 hopeyou peoplerealizethat I'm no sciencereporter,” Red-ditch said. " Our technical boys
have been producing figures and charts and we'll have plenty of that. But I'm doing the lead. I'll
do the personal pieces, readerslike personalities, and all the general non-technical stuff. All
right?"

"Most fair, we're happy to help,” Flax said.

"Fine. If | could start with you, Coretta, sinceyou'rethe newcomer and the only onel haven't
talked to before. Can you tell me something about your self?"

"l can't add athing to that pressrelease you must have seen. Just school, then research, then
mor e resear ch with NASA."

"1'm sureyour life has been much moreinteresting than that. Certainly a woman succeedingin a
man'sfield is something people will be interested in. And a black woman as well. You've come a
long way against what must have been difficult odds.”

"1 don't seeit that way," she said calmly. " America'sa civilized country and given the skillsa
woman can do as well asa man. And skin color doesn't enter intoit."

"Really?" Redditch said, his eyebrowslifting. " That'll be good newsin the ghettos." He made a
note on hispad. " Can | befrank, Coretta? |'ve been a newsman for a number of yearsand |
know the facts. And | can't stand bullshit."

Her face was calm but her voicewasicy. " 1'm giving you the facts and they're not bullshit.”

Redditch threw his hands up in mock surrender. " Okay! No fights. You call them asyou see
them and I'll writeit down." He
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flipped through a wad of NASA releases. " No, in this copy about you, it doesn't seem to mention
anything about either your marriage or your divorce."

"You've been doing your homework," she said calmly, then sipped at her drink. " The marriage
lasted less than a year. An old school friend. It was a mistake on both our parts. There were no
children. We're divorced but still see each other once in awhile. Would you like names and
dates?"

"No thank you, | have all that. Just your personal point of view. Another question if you don't
mind. Do you think there was anything political in the fact that you, a newcomer to the space
program, wer e chosen to go on this flight?"

Thiswasthe cruncher, the big one, the question that Redditch had been setting up. The early
stuff wasjust teasing. Patrick sat unmoving and saw the sudden reddening of Flax's neck.
Neither of them said anything. Redditch made an adjustment on the recorder while Coretta
sipped her drink, then put it down.

"1 don't think so0," shesaid in a calm, unhurried voice. " 1'm no newcomer to NASA, in fact |
have been connected with space research for five years. | have always wanted to practice my
specialty in its proper setting, in space. I'm sure my age helped me. Some of my colleagues are
senior to me but they may not have the physical resiliency for a long space flight. | was just lucky
that my number came up now, for aflight asimportant asthisone. | am very happy to bea
member of the crew."

Well done, Patrick thought, then went to pour himself another drink. Cool delivery, no
fluster—and every word smacking of the NASA speech writers. She had learned her linesvery
well. Redditch was going to have a hard time flustering this baby.

Redditch never did. He asked the same question from a couple of angles then appeared to lose
interest. Was Coretta's smile a bit wider as heturned his back? Flax was at the bar and pouring
himself a large glass of ice water, then a second. Redditch flipped the cassette over and turned
to Patrick.

"Now the sixty-four thousand dollar question. | know you have been asked it about three
hundred times already but | hope you won't mind if | ask again now. What is Prometheus for ?
Over toyou."
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"Before | say what the project isfor, or designed to do, can | fill in with a bit of history?"

" Say it any way you like, | have all day. But keep it nontechnical. I'm the guy who failed
first-grade arithmetic in the eighth grade. Take it from there."

" Right. First, think of the energy shortage. No politics now, greedy Arabs, profiteering oil
companies, all that stuff. Just the physical reality that, at the present rate of consumption, we're
going to burn up all the Earth'sail in a couple more years. So we've got to do something drastic
about it. Prometheusisthat drastic thing. Oil isreally two things. Not only the stuff we burnin
our carsand planes, but a basic raw material for most industries, chemicals, fertilizer, the lot. So
every drop we burn isadrop wasted for thisother vital need. Thereforeif we get our energy
needs from something other than petroleum we have all the oil for its other uses. Okay so far?"

" Perfect. Clear asabell. More."

" Right. Alternative sour ces of'energy. Primarily all our energy comes from the sun."



"1 don't get that. Coal? Oil? Wind? What do they have to do with the sun?"

" Everything. Coal and oil contain solar energy stored away by plants millions of yearsago. The
sun heats our atmosphere and it moves and we get winds. The wind blows and makes ocean
waves, so even wave power isindirect solar power. Thetime has cometo utilize the
non-polluting, eternally available energy of the sun directly. The Prometheus Project.”

" Slow down. It's going to take billions of dollarsto even begin this project. Wouldn't that money
be better spent on Earth, say tapping the solar energy in the desert?"

"Negative. The atmosphereinterferes, the sun doesn't shine at night so the supply isn't
continuous, construction is expensive, a number of things make it difficult. It should be done,
yes, but it can never equal the size and sheer efficiency of Prometheus. Eventually Prometheus
will supply all theworld's power needs, supply free power forever. That's what we plan.”

"How?"
"L ook outside thewindow. The largest spaceship ever to be
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launched. Thefirst of fifty. Thisisa big and over populated world we live on and it needs a lot of
power . Fifty shiploadsfor this project, then who knows how many after that.”

"That sounds expensive."

"Itis" Patrick said. " But once launched the project will be self-sustaining. The electricity will
be sold at arate of two and a half cents a kilowatt hour—which will be enough to finance more
launchings and generators. Once the payload isin orbit the generation of electricity is simplicity
itself. The biggest part of our payload isthe same kind of plastic you wrap around leftover s when
you put them in therefrigerator. Since there' sno gravity in orbit, no friction from the
atmosphere either, this very thin plastic can be spread out to cover square miles of space. It's
coated with aluminium so it actslike a big mirror to reflect sunlight to a focus where it will heat a
fluid that will, in turn, drive a turbine that will generate electricity. Simple."

"Very simple. But you haven't told me how the electricity gets back to Earth. Isn't thiswhere
the death ray bit comesin?"

Patrick smiled. " The old rumors arethe hardest to kill. Any kind of radiation can be called a
death ray—but only if it's strong enough and concentrated enough. A light bulb will warm your
hand, but stand in front of a military searchlight and you'll befried. If you've a small boat you can
get aradar set that will help you find your way. Yet if you could manage to get at the focus of a
big search radar you would find your self cooked, coagulated like a har d-boiled egg. Degree and
concentration. Once the electricity has been generated in space it will be converted to radio
waves, low density microwaves, and beamed back to Earth. The double directional aerial will
beam to areceiver in Siberia and another in the State of Washington. The amount Russia
receives will supply most of her Siberian needs. What we get will supply the five wester n states.
Free power from space."

" Sounds okay but | hateto leave the death ray so quickly. It seemsto me that the amount of
power to do all that, even in the form of radio waves, might be a little strong when it hitsthe
Earth?"

" Absolutely correct. Firsdy, theradio beam islocked onto the
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receiver and is self correcting. Secondly, if despite thisthe beam should waver too far it will be



automatically shut off. The theory suggeststhat the beam of radio waves will not be strong
enough to cause damage on Earth, but asa further protection thereceiver will be situated in the
mountains, miles from the near est habitation."

Redditch reached out and snapped off the tape recorder. " That makes sense—and it seemsto
wrap it up. Thank you for your time. I'm goingto run, there'saplanel can make."

There wer e polite goodbyes and the door closed behind the reporter.

"Now | can havethat drink," Flax said, heaving himself up tothe bar. "l was afraid to even look
at booze with that son-of-a-bitch of areporter here. You want arefill, Coretta?"

"Yesplease." Shesat, poised and at ease, her hands folded neatly in her lap. Patrick poured
another drink for himself and wondered how she could remain so calm.

"You'rejust out of Houston," hesaid. " Hear anything mor e about Doc Kennelly?"
" Just what you probably know. The operation was successful and prognosis fine."
" Quite a coincidence, wasn't it?"

"What was a coincidence?"

"His getting sick at thistime. And whatever happened to his backup, Feinberg? Wasn't a Jew
ethnic enough for Prometheus..."

"Patrick,"” Flax brokein."Why don't you just shut up and let Coretta get some rest, she must
have had along day."

"No, let him talk, Flax. Let us get thisout in the open. | have no idea of what happened to Dr.
Feinberg. No one bothered to tell me. | wasjust started on a hush-hush space orientation
program about seven weeks ago. Centrifuge, free fall in the plane, all therest. Just two days ago
| wastold | was going on Prometheus. That'sall | know."

Patrick laughed without humor. " That's all we know too— Seven weeks! That bastard Bandin
has been planning thisall along. | wonder if Doc really had a hot appendix. They could have
faked that too—"
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"That'senough!" Flax said, heaving his bulk forward between them. " Get to your quarters,
Patrick. You've had alot to drink, go sleep it off."

"No," Coretta said. " Will you please move aside, Flax. Thisthing has been started and we're
going to finish it. Right here and now." Shestood in front of Patrick, looking up at him, fists'
clenched and emotion showing for thefirst time. Shewasangry. " It's pretty obvious what you're
thinking. That bastard Bandin, asyou call him, has been playing politics. The Commies got a
woman into the space program which gave him a shot in the political eye. Now if he could see
them with another woman, then raise them with a black woman, he would be having a shot in the
political arm instead. Wasit possible} Could Kennelly get sick enough to drop out of the
program? His backup could have been replaced earlier for other reasons, no problem there. If
this were done—who could be pulled in quickly enough to take Kennelly's place? Why look,
there'snicelittle Dr. Coretta Samuel way in the back of the NASA lab, not only proving that
NASA isan equal opportunity employer, but she'sreally good at analyzing calcium samples. She
should be. She's been doing it for five years. Why not give her a chance at a place on the
Prometheusteam? That's what you are thinking, isn't it—or something very much like that?"

She leaned closeto Patrick in her anger, so close he could feel her breath warm on hisface. He
did not speak, but only nodded slowly in response. Coretta leaned back and sighed, then turned



away.

"Well do you know something, Mr. Pilot—that's what | have been thinking too." Then she
wheeled about and stabbed her finger at him. " | think the way it was done stinks and the stink is
of politics so strong | can smell Washington right from here. But you want to know something
else—I don't care! However | got into Prometheus doesn't matter a damn. I'm herel Mr.
Redditch knew | was lying about the place of the black man in America. Not to mention the black
woman. But I'm not making race propaganda out of Prometheus. Others are doing that. All 1've
todoisgoalongfor theride. And | can doit. | can hack thejob. I'm going into spaceand I'm
going to do thework |'ve been trained to do then come back to theroars of the crowd. |'ve
worked hard and come a
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long way to get wherel am now. Therewas a great man in the history of this country, name of
Martin Luther King. They killed him for what he was doing and hiswife carried on hiswork. God
knows how many thousands of little black girls were named after her—Pm just one. Now I'm
going to take that name into space and do my job. It will be a woman who'll have doneit and a
black woman who doesit and they'll never be ableto takethat away from us."

She slammed her glass down so hard onto the tablethat it jumped and fell over and ice and
bourbon spilled across the shining surface. Before anyone could say anything she had turned and
was out of the door and gone.

" Reilly, thiswhole damn thing is a plumber's nightmare. Not made any easier by the fact that | can't
read a word of it."

"1 will teach you, Duffy, ten bucks a lesson. Well worth it In a little while you will speak Russian like
a native and will also be earning, like me, an extra fifty a week for being bilingual”

"Not me. | barely speak English. Now tell me, what are all these squiggles at this junction?"

" Standby bilateral fuel transfer pump tank 23 feed line 19 to feed line 104 tank 16B pressurization
point switch normally off 734LU."

"Thanks, | feel alot better for knowing."

The master schematic for the section was spread out on the deck; it measured two meters by two and
was in six colors. Duffy muttered to himself as he checked the circuitry. He blinked once, lost his
place on the diagram, then sat up to rub his back.

" So we check the circuits' he said, pointing to the open panels and dangling electrical leads. " So
great We have continuity between the flight cabin controls and the computer and the relays and
sub-unit motors and servos. But so what? We gotta take tovar-ich and his buddies on trust. All the
Russki plumbings sealed away and pressurized with nitrogen and we can't even get to look at it"

" They checked and double checked. You've seen the records.”
" Yes—but how do we know?"
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Reilly shrugged and picked his teeth with the positive probe from the digital voltmeter, watching the
numbers flicker on thereadout. " | guess we don't. Take it on faith, baby. Give them credit where
credits due—these big bastards really fly. Raw power and up and up they go. Multiple motors and
fuel supplies so if one motor or pump kicks out the others keep on functioning. They really lift."



"They really blow up too, or isthat just a rumor?"

" One of them did, we're pretty sure of that. A satellite photo in 1968 showed one of the first of these
big babies on the launching pad. Picture taken next day showed that it was gone—and so was the
launch tower and all the buildings for a mile round. It must have blown right on the pad. But that
was an early model"

" So you say."

"Ifs on therecord. They've done all their launches for a couple of years now with these boosters, and
all of them have worked and worked well. They've had their troubles with their shuttles and they
have had a lot more payload trouble. But these big babies can really dig in their toes and lift."

"Time for a coffee break yet?"

"No. We do thisone next."

7

" And now our little holiday begins, hey?" Colonel Kuznekov said, smiling around at the five
others. Behind his back the heavy door hissed shut and the boltsrattled into place.

"It'squarantine," Ely Bron said, " | don't think we can look at it as a holiday."

"But we can, Dr. Bron," Kuznekov insisted. " Ninety-six hours of peace while the final
countdown begins. Right now the technicians are, how do you say it, in a bloody sweat making
sure everything goes right? While us—what do we haveto do? We are locked in this magnificent
block of flats where nasty bugs and
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bacteria cannot get at us. We're sealed in with cooksto make our food and maidsto look after
our clothes and bedding. We all have work to do, the pilots most of all, | seethem studying those
big books all the time. But we don't work asthey do. So we've time to meet each other without
politicians and publicity and newsmen and a thousand other thingsto distract. To talk with us
they must use the phone and we can always be busy when it rings."

The phonerang. They were all silent for a moment—then burst out laughing. "Who shall | say is
busy?" Patrick asked, as he reached out to take up the phone.

When he did so the lights came on. Thiswas more than a simple telephone, really a
closed-circuit television setup. The chair in front of the phone was bolted into placeand a TV
pickup focused on it. Across the desk was a screen with the image of thecaller. It was|1. L. J.
Flax.

"What'sup?" Patrick asked. "We're not even locked in yet and you're on the phone already."

" Sorry. Reporter wantsto interview Coretta. Should have been here a day ago but had trouble
with plane connections.”

"Whoisit?" Coretta called out.

" Girl by the name of Smith. Saysyou promised an exclusive interview for Black Woman
magazine."

Everyone was awar e of the conversation; no one was looking at Coretta. She hesitated a
moment, then answered.



"Tell her towait a bit, I'll bein touch with her. There'sno time now."
" Pull out the cord when you hang up, will you, Patrick," Ely said.

"1'd liketo. But let'sdo like Coretta. Don't take calls. Call them if we want to talk. Colonel
Kuznekov isright. We all have thingsto do before lift off. But let's get to know one another.
We'reateam and we're going to have to learn some mor e about each other to function asa
team. Nayda and | arethe pilots and we know how to work together. At thismoment I'm in
command and I'll stay there until we'rein final orbit and the engineis shut down. At that point
the Colonel takes over and issuesthe orders."

"Not quite, Patrick. The generator is my responsibilty, and | am in charge of assembly. I'll need
strong people who can space
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walk; for this|'ll issue orders. But for everything else, maintenance of our space station,
communications, therest, to the Commander. You must still bein charge.”

"Makes sense, Pat," Ely said, turning the page of hisbook as he spoke. " You're captain of the
ship and you stay that way. With Nadya your first mate. Thefission engineismine, but | just fire
it up for thesingle burn into orbit, then shut it down. After that | play rigger to Colonel
Kuznekov's solar generator."

"Weall have our roles, like an ant hill in space,” Kuznekov said. " Patrick and Nadya get usinto
orbit, then keep all the machines operating that keep us alivein that hostile environment. I'll
supervise the assembly of the generating plant and once that's done electricity'sturned over to
Gregor here."

Gregor nodded. " While the generator is being assembled | will be erecting the broadcast
antennae on Prometheus. The output will be low to begin with but will serve to operate the pilot
program. Conversion from the turbo-generatorsto 3.3 GHz then beamed to the receiving
stationson Earth. | do not envision any problems. The equipment has been tested and functions
as designed.”

"Well, bully," Coretta said. " That leaves me as odd girl out, with nothing to do except help you
people carry around the equipment. But | must remind you that the only machine on thistrip not
designed to function in space isthe human body. We will bein orbit, in freefall, for at least a
month beforetherelief flight of the space shuttle. So my job isto see that we all stay functional
for that period, possibly longer. It must cost a million dollars each to put an American or a
Russian body into orbit, so the longer we can stay on the job functioning well the better it will be.
See me with all your complaints, aspirin and sympathy at all hours."

Coretta hit theright tone. Somehow they had each summed up their work for the others, once
started they had to go on. But she had topped the conversation and made them laugh. Patrick
sensed this as the correct moment to stop the business and get social. They had to learn to live
together before they could work together.

"Thedrinking light islit," hesaid. " | know there are no teetotalers among the Americans, or
among the piloting staff. How about you, Colonel ?"
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"| drink only vodka, brandy, beer, kvass and wine, though during thewar | learned to like
German schnapps and Scotch whiskey."

"You won't be hard to please. That leaves you, Gregor."



The blond engineer looked around. " Please, | am no problem, a small glass of wine perhaps.
Though | am willing to try anything."

"Boozersall," Patrick said. " As CO of thisoutfit it ismy pleasureto throw out thefirst bottle.
It's going to be a native product of ours, a sour mash bourbon, and you'll likeit. If you don't like
it we'll try something else.”

Patrick poured thedrinks and passed them out. Nadya nodded thanks, without looking up,
already deep in conversation with Gregor. Perhaps she found him attractive; maybe hewasin a
depressing Russian way. A sad-looking engineer, a widower of only two months, must bring out
the maternal instinctsin any girl. Perhaps even more than that. She might be holding his hand
next to cheer him up. Or more. Well fine, it would make for a happy ship, wouldn't it? It didn't
matter to him. She was pilot and he was commander and that was all therewasto it. Yet as he
reached for the bottle to pour more drinks he saw her image clearly before him, as she had been
that once, nude and smooth as silk beneath hisfingers, her lips still wet wherethey had pressed
against his. Thismemory was so strong that he had to pause for a second and resist the impulse
to blink or shake hishead. With a steady hand he poured adrink. That wasall in the past, a
moment out of time, something unimportant. It had looked good for a bit, then something had
gonewrong. He had no idea what it was nor did he careto find out. There were other women in
theworld, right on thisflight in fact. Femlib with a vengeance. And he could understand Coretta
alot better than he could Nadya. M aybe there was something after all to the east is east, west is
west bit. It was technology and a common need that had lifted the Prometheus Project off the
ground, not the crying need for each country to votein the other's elections. Ely and the Colonel
had theright idea; keep it technical and there were no problems. Patrick brought them their
glasses.

"Listen, Patrick," Ely said. " Did you know that our friend the Colonel here was the man who
developed, with Patsayev, the superconductor cable that we're laying now in Alaska?"
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"I didn't know it but | would believe it. Probably because | know very litde about superconductors.”

"The greatest thing in physics since the discovery of the monopoly Shows how stupid the CIA boys can be.
A fifteen-page report on the Colonel, all about what year he joined the Communist party and the name of
his dog, but nothing about his real work. Don't stand there looking like a shocked virgin, Patrick. Do you
think the Colonel doesn't know that we've had inch-thick security reports about everybody on the crew?"

"Or isthere doubt on your part that we have had the same about you?' the Colonel said. Taking along swig
from his glass he nodded approvingly. "Not vodka; but a certain charm of its own."

"Yes, it has," Patrick said, then relaxed and smiled at himself. "I'm sure the security people are earning their
money on both sides of the fence. And | guessit doesn't really matter adamn. Prometheusis ajoint project
that both countries have been booted into because we both need new energy sources now the old ones are
running out. In the US we've had our big blackouts in Segttle and Frisco, then the fires. Y ou've had those
crop failures and the famine in Siberia, or maybe that didn't hit the papers here?'

"Our pressis reluctant to spread bad news," the Colonel said dryly. "But the enthusiastic broadcasts of the
Voice of Americaand the BBC keep usinformed of all disasters.”

Coretta sat aone, looking into her drink, and Patrick thought it would be a good time to repair some fences.
"About our first meeting," he said.

"What about it?" She did not intend to make it easy.
"I think you misunderstood—"

"I don't think | did, Major Winter."



"It's going to be along flight. My name s Patrick."
"If | call you that you'll be calling me Coretta, and I'm not quite ready for that yet."

"Thisis not afight that anyone can win, Dr. Samuel. All we can doisal lose. If we should keep fighting,
the flight will be in jeopardy and one of uswill have to be replaced. What would that accomplish? Can't we
just start even—Ilike we'd never met before, asif 1'd just come in the door? Then | could sidle up and say
that you remind me of agirl | used to date in high school, amost my
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first date as| remember. Don't narrow your eyeslikethat, | mean it. | know |'m theright color
and everything else to be a racial bigot, but appearances can be fooling. | remember her name
was Jane and she was a Negro, that was before the word black came along, and | thought she had
areal great build and | asked*her to thedrive-in, me borrowing my father'scar. | thought it
worked real peachy-dandy, particularly the wrassling in the back seat, but when | took her home
she said she didn't think she would be seeing me again. Now thiswas a blow to the old male ego
and | asked her why, didn't shelike me? | remember she gave me this nice pat on the cheek and
said sure sheliked me, | was a real good necker and she liked that. But the conver sation was
just too boring. | remember she went on in school and had her degrees year s before anyone
else, and now she'steaching sociology at Columbia. Of course | didn't feel too humiliated
because at that time smooching was mor e important than books, but | have never forgotten it."

"Patrick Winter! Isthat story true?"

" So help me. And I'll show you her picturein my high school year book with a big red lipstick
kissright over her signature.”

" And shewas a black girl?"

"Well—not exactly. | changed that part to captureyour attention. She wasreally a chicana,
Mexican-American. All her family were migrant workers. But | thought a minority isa minority
to make the point. Fins?"

She wastense for a moment longer, then relaxed and smiled. " You know, you're not so bad for
an ofay."

"You'renot so bad yourself for afemlibber who has spent her life keeping the male fascist pigs
at bay. Drink to peace—and the success of Prometheus."

"Why not." She clicked her glass against his and they drank. " But why not success? Isthere any
doubt of it?"

"Thereisalways doubt about any flight. The morethingsthat areinvolved, the more that can go
wrong. On thefirst Apollo tothe Moon the LM touched down with two and a half percent fuel
left. The Soviets, us, we've both had our problems with the space program. Now we have six of
the largest boosters ever made strapped together in one lump. They haveto take off together
and put Prometheusinto low orbit, this payload also happening to be
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thelargest one ever aswell. Then when we arein thislow orbit, which iswhat is called a
decaying orbit meaning we will drop back to Earth pretty soon if we don't get out of it, we haveto
fireup Ely'sfission engine to take us out to our final orbit. Now this engine, while the theory and
smaller models have been ground tested—"

"Let me guess. Thisengine has never been flown in space before?"



"Bang on. And you ask meif thereisany doubt about this flight. But, before | depressyou too
much, let me say that a lot of people have been working a number of yearsto bring the doubt
factor as closeto zero as possible. By the oddsyou are a lot safer in Prometheusthan trying to
changeatireon a California freeway. Your life expectancy thereistwenty-five secondsif you try
to changeit on theinside, next to the lane.”

"You've cheered meup. Aslong as| stay away from California |l am safe.”

A tall man in a chef's hat appeared at the open door. " Dinner isserved,"” hesaid in thickly
accented English.

*'What are we having?" Ely called out, but the cook's linguistic knowledge was exhausted and
he fled.

" A specially selected menu,” Nadya said. " | talked to the cook and heisvery proud of it.
Bor scht, then herring, followed by beef Stroganoff and noodles. Caviar and vodka too, of
course."

"Russian soul food," Coretta said. " If | get the chancel am going to show your chef some real
American cooking like collard greensand ribs. Let's go, I'm starving."

8

COTTENHAM NEW TOWN

For Sir Richard Lonsdale breakfast was alwaysthe best part of the day, and breakfast on a
mor ning like this perfection itself. The table had been set by the open french windows; a robin
was hop-
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ping about the rose stems and blackbirds wer e busy on the lawn beyond. The air scar cely moved.
His Times was by his plate, the two boiled eggsin their cups, thetoast still warm on therack. He
poured himself a cup of coffee. He was alone. He loathed speaking to anyone at thistime of day.
Emily would appear just before he was ready to leave, no earlier. Before opening die paper he
sipped mor e coffee, keeping the moment of peace extended before letting the world inter pose
again.

Richard L onsdale was managing director of Phar maceutical ChemicalsLtd., ajob for which he
received a substantial salary garnished with a number of agreeable perks. The papers he had
taken home wer e all safely packed into his briefcase, along with a cassette of lettersfor his
secretary to type. New problemswould arrive soon enough. He delicately sawed the top from the
first egg, shook on salt and pepper, and spooned out a bit. Just right. He looked at the headlines
in The Times and the day had begun.

The business news was always depressing so he never looked at that until hewasin thecar. As
usual little good seemed to be happening in the Near East, Spain again, Kor ea, grave danger
predicted for Prometheus project. That was more like it, a bit of the old scientific Cassandrato
keep the blood flowing. What one bunch of scientistsinvented the next bunch predicted would
despoil the world, destroy the environment and give everyone cancer in one loathsome form or
another. Unfortunately they were usually right. He finished his breakfast and read the article with
some attention. He was just folding the paper when hiswife, in her floor-length dressing gown,
swept in.

" Good morning, darling,” Emily said, giving him an offhand peck on the forehead. " Don't for get
to bein timefor dinner tonight because that man from abroad's bringing people around
afterwards. You arranged it last week, remember? I'll have some coffee if there's any left. What



amost appalling thing! Look at that headline. | know they exaggerate a bit, but this does sound
absolutely ghastly. Earthquakes!"

"In Russia, my dear, if the rocket should blow up and if there'sa ground fault where the man
saysthereis."

" But what about all the other things, the death ray and all that?"
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"My dear, | assureyou that what happensto Prometheus can have no effect in any way upon us
at the present time. Now, | must be going."

The Rolls was waiting outside when he emerged promptly at 8:15. The chauffeur was removing
an invisible fleck of dust from the black bonnet and he turned with a smile to hold the door open.

"Lovely day, sir. Vintage day, that's what my old mum used to call it."
"Your mum was right, Andrew. We haven't had a summer like this since seventy-five."

Gravel crunched softly under the wheels asthe car rolled sedately down the drive. The fact that
it was a company car and Andrew a company employee did not diminish the pleasure. With the
window open and the Third Program playing a Bach trio, the morning was a good one indeed. So
good that Sir Richard never opened his paper to the business pages. They would wait and this
day wouldn't. From his hometo the plant was about ten miles, an easy fifteen-minutedrive,
mostly through country lanes. If they had taken the motorway it would have been lessthan a mile
mor e and would be much faster. They never did. It would be rush and modern times, high speed
and telephones all day; thelonger therural peace lasted the better. Stone walls flowed by, then
green meadows with grazing Guernseys, a field with sheep. The lambs wer e big now and losing
their early charm. A thickly wooded copse was replaced by farm buildings, then the cobbled high
street of thevillage of Dry Etherton. The shopswerejust opening and Harry Moor stood in the
open door of The Dun Cow lazily working histeeth with a matchstick. He raised his hand asthe
Rollswent by, the perfect picture of the happy publican, and Sir Richard returned the salute.
They did a wonderful steak and kidney pudding at The Dun Cow and it had been too long since
he had had one. Sunday perhaps.

Now theroad straightened asit climbed onto the limestone ridge above the town. M eadows and
farmson all sides, slashed through by the motorway that made the new town possible. Then the
town itself. He knew the old village was still down there, at least a part of it, but it could not be
seen until you wereright on
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top of it. The towers of the blocks of flats dominated the scene, rows and rows of them like
beehives.

Beyond the flats wer e the low white buildings of the plant. At least these wer e landscaped and
not unattractive. Theroad swung around the plant and dropped so that the large chemical tanks
wer e outlined against the sky. Painted orange. It had seemed preposter ous when he first saw
them, but he had discovered sincethat it was far easier to live with than sooty battleship gray
which became mor e and more depressing as time passed.

The guard at the gate saluted casually, more a wave than a military greeting, and the Rolls eased
to a stop before the main entrance.

"Usual time, sir?" Andrew asked.

"Only if half six isthe usual time. Perhapsit should be. |'ve given my solemn oath that I'll be



home on time. If | am not down ring the office and remind me."
"Yes, sir. Have a good day, sir.','

"Thank you, and the same. And Andrew, if you can, keep out of the whiskey in the back. The
level keeps dropping faster than my own attention should warrant."

Heturned and pushed open the glass door and went inside. A day, just like every other one, had
begun.

9

" Start the countdown,"” Samson Kletenik said.

As he spoke the numbers on the digital clock that hung high in front of Launch Control,
unmoving until now, changed from 95:001094:59.

At every console the thick countdown volumes wer e open to the first page, volumesthicker than
usual because every instruction wasin duplicate, Russian in one column, English the other.
Though all of the positions controlling fueling, engines, pumps and ancillary equipment were
manned by Soviet technicians, and
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all flight deck instrumentation and computer monitoring by Americans, there was an interface
that was not simply payload or booster. Here nationals of both countries were mixed, many times
two of them at the same console monitoring each other'swork, ready for the instant response
that can be demanded during an operation. Prometheus had been in the planning stage long
enough to give Berlitz and the Soviet equivalent plenty of timeto drill languagesinto resisting
heads. Theoretically all the technicians and engineersin Launch Control spoke both languages,
for better or worse. Perhaps they were not the world's greatest conversationalists, but all were
adept in the limited vocabulary of rocketry and control systems. They could work together. That
they could do other thingstogether had been obvious when a female Russian technician was
returned homein an advanced state of pregnancy. Seven requests for Soviet-American
marriages werein the file awaiting processing, which meant that decisions would be made after
Prometheuswasin orbit, not before. National cooperation was not to be strained.

Samson Kletenik was Launch Control. He was a tall, long-armed slab of a man, slow speaking
and fast thinking, not given to smiling. Not that he had anything to smile about. All the years of
effort of construction and assembly had reached their conclusion. Every part of the complex
launch function was controlled from his console. His was the ultimate responsibility. Asthough
to make matters wor se he knew that every step of his operation was being monitored by Flax
and the other Mission Control people, thousands of miles away in Houston. Once clear of the
ground theresponsibility could be handed over to them. But that wasin the future. At this
moment Kletenik wasin charge, carefully throwing switches, speaking in slow and measured
tones, appearing relaxed and calm.

In Mission Control in Houston Flax was neither of these. Relaxing was for afterwards, calmness
was only in hisvoice when on theradio, aroleto be played. Asthe launch approached closer and
closer histension grew greater. He watched the rushed order of Launch Control through the
television hookup, then looked around at his own technicians relaxed before their controls. Let
them relax—he couldn't. He felt the hard knot growing in his gut,
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theknot he always got at thistime, that never left him until splashdown and completion. While
the astronauts would be enjoying ticker-taperides and presidential handshakes, he would be



slipping through a side entrance of the Naval Hospital at Bethesda and into a private room. The
doctorsthere would shake their heads over him and attempt to drag him back from the brink
before his pre-ulcerous condition turned into a nice duodenal ulcer that would punch a hole right
through hisgut. It wasn't just the chain-smoked cigars, the endless cups of coffee and half-eaten
sandwiches or thelack of sleep, it wasthat knot. He usually lost about fifteen pounds during that
week in the hospital. Theliquid diet was without interest and the pills, so that he wouldn't miss
cigars, booze and coffee, had him asleep most of the time. Then when he came out it was a good
month or two befor e he could be back to normal, able to enjoy lobster, champagne, Havana
cigarsand all the other thingsthat contributed to a good life.

But right now the knot of tension was just beginning, a tiny litde twist of anticipation that would
soon turn into a burning ball of flame that would have him drinking Maalox by the gallon. Nothing
had gone wrong yet—but something would, something always did. |n a way waiting for it was
harder than experiencing it. Would it be small, or too big for Launch Control to handle? It was
with afeeling of relief that he heard the words, saw Launch Control springinto action.

"1 don't have pressurization in helium anti-pogo system. No pressurization on four, until 31 down
seven..."

" Do you want a hold?" Kletenik asked.

"Negative. At least not right now. We have ten minutesto clear it."

" Stay with me and if I'm on something else let me know your condition in nine minutes."
"Roger. Oh-chin ogayl"

An American A-OK in Russian, the new combined language of the space age, Flax thought,
watching and listening, a silent spectator. And the Americans wer e saying vas ponyal, |
understand, instead of Roger. Not a bad idea; a little peace went a long way in the world today.
Mir. They could use alot more of it, particularly in Africa where the massacr es wer e still going
on.
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Therewas no need for a hold on the fueling. The bypass worked and the faulty valve was
replaced. But thiswas minor, one of the expected difficulties. There was enough time built into
the countdown to correct small malfunctions. Even time for more major trouble by having a hold
when the clock stopped and everyone and everything waited until the problem was licked. But
there could not be too many holds and they could not be too long, because there was a limited
amount of timethat all the complex systems could be held in readiness. Some systems had a life
that could be measured in days, even hours. After this cryogenic fuels could cause unreliability.
If enough holds added up an entire mission could be scrubbed. And if Prometheus were
scrubbed it might be months before it would be ready to go again. Unthinkable. Years of
preparation had built towards this moment, the reputations of two nations were at stake. The
leader s of both were watching and the world was watching them. And they wer e all watching Flax.
The knot tightened.

A red light on a board, one of many thousands. Some switches thrown to test, then a phone call
and an answer, then through to Kletenik.

"We have some trouble here at twenty-seven, could we see you."

It was the toneless voice that troubled Kletenik, the forced calmness that meant someone was
worried. Which had him worried. He unplugged his headset and walked swiftly towar ds console
twenty-seven.

In theisolation quarters Patrick was getting into his pressure suit, with Ely's assistance. He



would not need it until they werein orbit and ready to assemble the solar collector: since
Prometheus was designed to be a per manent space station the entire structure was pressurized
and they would wear normal lightweight coveralls. But Patrick had been having pressure-suit
trouble. Each astronaut had his suit made specially for him. Two suits, really, onefor training that
would take the wear and tear of daily use. The other for space walking. Both were made the
same way, layers of fabric and rubber that had been sewn and glued together with infinite care.
The suit had to be flexible enough to enable the wearer to move about, yet it had to be strong
enough to contain the

56

air pressurethat kept him alive. It had to bend at thejoints and be firm in between; all in all a
magnificent compromise. That wasn't always perfect. Reinfor cements could digin and irritate so
adjustments had to be made. A nagging piece of metal that rubbed Patrick's shoulder had been
sent back threetimesfor corrections, returning finally just before they had entered quarantine.
He hoped it wasright; if it wasn't there might still betimeto correct it.

First thethin cotton underwear to prevent chafing. Then the slightly humiliating, but
nevertheless necessary, donning of the trangular yellow plastic urine bag; it's not possible to
make a quick call to the men'sroom when in space. Ely held up the bag and admired it.

"What a marvelous invention, symbol of man's conquest of space," he said.

" A lot better than woman's symbol of that conquest. | should think a catheter would be damn
uncomfortable.”

" Be happy then with your littlerubber ring on the corner of the bag herethat fits, oh so neady,
around your thing. Another comment on the age of science becoming the age of confor mity.
Although men comein all sizes from three-foot pigmiesto seven-foot Scandinavians, their vital
or gans apparendy come only in three sizes. Small, medium and large. There are only three size
rings on these bags, aren't there?'

" Alwaysreferred to as extra large, immense and unbelievable. The male ego must be reassured.
And when you're picking theright size don't let ego overrulereality. If you pick onetoo big it
will leak, a condition known as'wetback' that you won't enjoy."

"1've been warned. Here, let me help you with the suit."

Putting on a pressure suit was more like a snake getting back into its discarded skin than
putting on normal clothes. Patrick struggled to get hisfeet through the resistance of the nylon
inner lining. Once this was done he had to bend over double to work hisarms far enough down
the sleevesto let him put his head through the neck ring. Ely tugged strongly until Patrick's
skull popped through.

"Thanks," Patrick gasped. "1 think you took all the skin off the back of my neck."
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"You could have stayed a nice safe test pilot instead of taking this giant step for mankind."
" Zip up the back, will you."

Hedidn't bother to pull the gloves on, he was hot enough as it was. Standing, he stamped around
the room, swinging hisarms.

"Feelsall right. Let metry some bending..."

Something was wrong. He was awar e of it at once—and then he saw it. The countdown clock,
there was onein every room, had stopped at 83:22.



"It'sahold," hesaid. " Find out what's causing it while | get out of thisthing."

They were all in the main room when Patrick got there and Nadya was just hanging up the phone.
"They haven't located the sour ce of the trouble yet," she said. " But all fueling has stopped.”

"That can be dangerous with the tanks only partly filled," Patrick said.

It went on for almost five hours. Only Ely seemed untroubled by the hold, hisnose buried in a
chess book, replaying a master tournament. He had started a game earlier with Colonel
Kuzne-kov, but they had to abandon it because the Colonel's concentration kept wandering to
the motionless clock. The numberswere frozen still at 83:22. Less than twelve hoursinto the
countdown and already a major hold.

The phonerang at the same instant as the number s began changing again.
"Right," Patrick said, "we seeit. Good. Let'shope it goeson thisway."
It did, for one day, then two—then the third—and it wastimeto enter Prometheus.

"You know," Coretta said, kneading her handstogether. " It is one thing to say you're going to
do something—and another to get around to doingit. You surel can't have adrink, Patrick?"

" Contraindicated. No alcohol for jet pilots twenty-four hoursbefore a flight. Forty-eight for us.
Space flight's an uncompromising business."

" But you and Nadya will be doing all the piloting. Therest of usare sort of passengers.”
"Sorry. You'recrew. | don't think any situationswill arise
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where we'll need your help at once. But it could happen. Relax. Think good thoughts.”

Hereached out and held her arms, sharing his strength with her. She was frightened and they
both knew it, and knew as well that she must get over it. The world was watching, literally.
Watching the Launch Control countdown at this moment, but all cameras would be focused on
the astronauts as soon asthey emerged. His hands felt good and Coretta relaxed a bit, leaning
forward and placing her head against his chest. There was perfumein her hair, just atrace, and
heresisted theimpulseto stroke it.

"1 want arain check on this," he said. Sheturned her face up to hisand smiled.

"You'revery good for agirl'smorale, Patrick. When we get back from thislittle pleasuretrip |
want to see mor e of you."

"That'sa promise." Hekissed her, and that was a promise too that they both understood.

"It'stime,"” Nadya said from the open doorway. " They are expectingus all." Her face was
expressionless, her voice toneless.

"We'll bethere," Patrick said, just as emotionlessly, not releasing Coretta until Nadya had
turned and left.

"You and Nadya aren't quite the partnersyou should be," Coretta said, straightening her hair in
the mirror. She was calm now, the moment of panic past. Doctors aren't supposed to let their
feelings show. You learned early to put on an assured air like a suit of armor. She could do it
now—nbut she knew that she had needed Patrick's help, had appreciated it.

"Wework together all right," he said, then smiled and looked at the lipstick on his handker chief



where he had wiped hislips. " Let metell you, thisisa hell of alot better than the all-man days at
NASA."

"| think you're oversexed and I'll give you some saltpeter pillsto calm you down. You missed a
spot on your lip, there. Come on, let's go."

They were all there, dressed in silver one-piece suits. In the name of equality the Soviets had
abandoned their usual red boiler suits, the Americanstheir blue ones. A compromise on silver,
symbolic of the great silver wingsthat Prometheus would spread in space, had been made and
that was what they wore. On each left
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breast was the symbol of Prometheus One. A star-shot disc of black space with the bold silver
mirror of the solar generator in the center, asit would look when opened. To one side wasthe
red star, on the other the stars and stripes; thered star appropriately on theleft. (Though a
letter to the London Times had pointed out that left was, heraldically, theright.)

Ely was standing on a chair and adjusting the focus of the television pickup. Kuznekov sat before
the screen talking to the technician imaged there.

"A littleup, there, that'sfine,” theman said. " | would like the two outer books moved in a bit.
Bit more, that'sfine, areal winner."

Patrick looked at the books on the floor that Nadya had been moving and his eyes widened. " Is
it permitted to ask just what the hell is going on?"

"You might very well ask," Ely said, climbing down from the chair. " Someonein high places has
decided that our morale would beimmensely improved if we had a chanceto chat with B and P
before the flight. They come on in a couple of minutes."

"Not in the flesh, | hope."

" God forbid. Bandin'sin Washington, Polyarni in the Kremlin | guess. A miracle of misapplied
technology will permit usall to talk together. Let's go."

The books marked the spot on the floor where they were to stand and, more or less
goodnaturedly, they took their places. They had to shuffle closer together to get on camera and
then it wastime.

" Stand by," thetechnician said, and his harried face was replaced by a split screen with Bandin
on one side, the Soviet Premier on the other.

"Thisisavery great moment in the history of theworld,” Bandin said. Then Polyarni made
almost the sameremark in Russian. Patrick nodded and tried to look intelligent, awar e of the
stiff figures standing on both sides and fighting down the sensation that they must look like a row
of dliver-plated teddy bears. Polyarni started to talk again but Bandin beat him to it.

"When | say a great moment in the history of theworld | indeed mean just that. Yes, thisisa
victory for the technology, the
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hard work, the sheer guts of the men and women of our two great nations who created the
Prometheus Project and who will seeit carried through to glorious completion. But more than
that it isa victory for all mankind, echoing the words of Neil Armstrong, the first man to ever
walk en the Moon—thisisa great step for mankind ..."

"1 agree, Mr. President,"” Polyarni brokein when Bandin made die mistake of pausing an instant



for breath. " A tradition for greatnessin space exploration that began with thefirst man tofly in
orbit, Yuri Gagarin."

"Yes, of course, how true." Scoretied, one-one. " For mankind itself is on the threshold of a
great new age that will open when Prometheus blasts a fiery trail into the heavensto tap the
inexhaustible energy of the sun. We will be freed forever from dependency upon our ever
decreasing store of fossil fuels, and in doing thiswe shall leave forever the age of suspicion and
distrust between nations and enter that of mutual peace and prosperity on Earth for all.”

There was more of thisfrom both of them and Patrick shifted slowly from onefoot to the other so
his muscles wouldn't cramp gt go to sleep. The countdown clock was visible behind the TV
screen and he experienced a great feeling of relief when it clicked over to 02:00. He took a firm
step forward and nodded at both men, and spoke in the momentary silence.

"Thank you, Mr. President. Bahhoya Spaseebo tovarisch pre-sidyent. We are better prepared for
this mission now that we have talked with you and, in the name of my crew, | offer our thanks.
However the countdown has reached the moment when we must depart for the spacecr aft.
Thank you again, and goodbye."

He walked briskly out of range of the camera and the others, trying not to hurry, came after him.
The connection was broken and Kuznekov yawned and stretched widely.

" Boshetnoi! How boring politicians can be, of whatever nation. A necessary evil | suppose, but
onel've had my fill of."

Ely nodded agreement. " No one ever got shot for something they didn't say. Therefore
politicians say nothing and get elected on their charm or charisma or PR or whatever it is."

" Chitchat later," Patrick said. " Thecarrier should be sealed to
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the exit port now. Beforewe go | want all personal effectsin the plastic bags, and this means
emptying your pocketstoo. No ham sandwiches on thisflight, or postage stamps, extra first-day
covers, pictures of the Pope or Lenin. Nothing. That was the agreement and we'd better not
blow it."

"We do not have your capitalistic instinctsto turn an honest buck,” Kuznekov said, smiling. " So
are happy to agree. But isn't there still alittle capitalistic businessto repay usfor sacrificing any
attempt at personal free enterprise?”

"You know perfectly well," Ely told him. " We have three hundred first-day coverswith the
special stamps from both countries. We have a handstamp and we will cancel them in space. We
will have fifty each to keep or sell and do what we want with the money. Mostly pay income tax |
guess.”

Patrick checked the transparent plastic bag each astronaut carried. There were only the normal
personal items he expected to find. He looked at hiswatch.

"Right on time. Let'sgo."

Patrick led the way, pausing only to shake handswith the cook and the two maids who had
looked after them during their quarantine. " I'm coming back for more of your potato pancakes,
Ivan," hesaid in slow Russian.

"1'll have a washtub full, a bathtub full waiting when you land, Major!"

The green light was on over the exit portal. Patrick spun the wheel that secured the door and



there was a slight hissing asthe pressure equalized. Their quartersfor the quarantine period had
been sealed away from the outside world to make sure they did not contract colds or any other
infections. All the food and water they would need had been locked in with them. The air they
breathed was pumped in through elaborate filters and the interior pressure kept higher than the
ambient air outside. Thisway any air that leaked would leak out of their quartersand possible
infected air could not enter. Now they wer e leaving—nbut still in quarantine.

Asthe door opened they could see another door just inches away, still damp from the
disinfectant that had been sprayed on it. Patrick opened thisdoor aswell and they entered the
hermetically sealed people carrier. There were large windows in the sides of
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the vehicle, which wasreally alarge box carried on aflat bed truck.

There had been no windows in their quarantine quarters, part of the psychological adjustment to
condition them to sealed-in living in space. They had talked with others on the phone, usually
about technical matters. Or had made long-distance callsto their families at home. In their
single-minded attention to their work they had forgotten how many people were involved with
the project, how much the world wasinterested in what was happening to them.

They found out now. People, people everywhere. Waving, shouting, pushing to get a glimpse of
the astronauts, with the photographersin front clicking away and fighting to stay in position. The
shouting was clearly heard, even through the insulated wall of the sealed carrier. Soldiers
cleared a path for the vehicle which started slowly forward. The astronauts waved back, suddenly
shocked speechless by the reality of what was happening.

Thiswasthe day.
Thiswasthe big one.

Slowly and car efully the truck moved forward and around a corner and away from the labor atory
complex. At the end of thewide road Prometheus waited, white clouds coming from her venting
ports, the hot sun gleaming from her metal flanks. Still looking more like a skyscraper than a
structure designed to fly. The cluster of rocketswas a hundred and fifty feet across at the base,
rising four hundred and fifty feet above the ground. And, up there, standing above the bullet
snouts, was the single projectile form of Prometheusitself, now revealed fully with the removal
of the VAB. Only the Launch Tower remained, connected to the spaceship and boosters by its
Service Swing Arms.

With slow precision the truck backed up to the base of the tower and locked its brakes. Clamps
wer e loosened at the same time and the carrier wasrolled backwar ds onto the elevator and once
mor e locked into place. Then it shuddered and began to rise slowly into the air.

"Pm alittle shaky," Coretta said.

"Soam |," Elytold her."Weall are, nothing else would be possible." Endlessly, the metal flanks
of the boosters flowed by
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outside. " I'll bet even our steel-nerved pilots have butterfliesin the stomach at thistime. Isthat
true, Nadya?"

" Of course, only a stupid person does not feel fear. But really, it isonly the waiting that bothers
you. Once a mission beginsyou're so busy there'sno time for worry or fear or anything else.”

With a slight vibration the elevator eased to a stop. They had arrived. Technicians outside rolled
the carrier forward. One of them was waving excitedly and pointing ahead.



"What'shetryingto say?" Patrick asked, suddenly uneasy.

"Making like throwing switches and talking into something," Ely said. " Wait a bit, he'swriting
on that piece of paper."

The carrier locked against the wall of the spacecraft, the man finished writing and held up the
paper. USE radio now it said. Patrick nodded agreement.

"What isit about?" Nadya asked, puzzled. Patrick shrugged.

" No way of knowing yet. We'll just jump ahead in the countdown and switch on the radio first.
There'sthelight."

With the green light on, the door could be opened once again. The wet metal of Prometheus was
just outside. Patrick flipped up the cover on the controls and actuated them, stepping back as
the hatch cover swung slowly towards him. He bent and led the way in.

"Nadya, close the hatch after thelast one," hesaid. "1'll get on theradio."
He dropped onto the pilot's couch and turned the radio on.

" ... peat. Kletenik here calling Prometheus. Do you hear me? Please come in, Prometheus. Repeat

"Hello, Launch Control, Prometheus here."

"Major Winter, we are having some difficulties. | have been discussing this with higher authorities
and with Mission Control in Houston. They wish to talk with you. | am patching you ihroughP

"Go ahead," Patrick said, calmly, not showing the sudden sharp worry hefelt. " Can you read me,
Mission Control?"

" Pine, Patrick, clear asa bell. Listen — / haven®1 got the world* s best news for you. Fve been
talking with Kletenik and Fve been onto the White House."

"What isit, Flax?"
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"Trouble. You need a hold, a long hold, and we don't think you have enough time. It looks like we're
going to have to scratch this mission and reschedule."

10

"Tell him to get hisassup here. Now."

Bandin slammed the receiver back onto the phone and reached for the cup of coffee. Afternoon
in Russia, crack of dawn in Foggy Bottom, and he had had maybe an hour's sleep. He pulled his
bathrobe moretightly around him and sipped the coffee. Likeice.

"Lucy!" he shouted, then remembered that the room was soundproofed. He stabbed the
intercom button and her voice quavered in. " Yes."

" Coffee. A goddamn pot of coffee.”

He switched off before she could answer. There wer e servants who could have brought it, but
Lucy in the morning with the coffee was the habit of a lifetime. He had never asked her if she
minded doing it or not, herarely asked peoplethiskind of question. He just took it for granted.



If hewas up, Lucy was up, preferably earlier to make sure the coffee was freshly brewed. She
brought it in, a pale, ageing Barbie doll. He took the pot without thanks and poured a fresh cup
full, then added four spoons of sugar.

"Will there be anything else you want?" she asked in a whisper of a voice. He shook his head
and grunted no and wasn't even awar e she had gone. The intercom bleeped softly and Charley
Dragoni's voice announced Simon Dillwater.

"Send him in." He sipped the hot coffee and glared at the closed door. Although the room was
warm enough hefelt chilled with fatigue; he wrapped his bathrobe tighter about hislegs.

There was a light tapping on the door then Simon Dillwater let himself in. Hewasvery tall, very
thin, very distinguished looking with the wings of white hair above his ears. There was
something
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in his movements that came only after a life of assurance; good family, best prep school, then
Harvard—and behind it all far more money than he could possibly spend if helived to be two
hundred. Bandin envied him the ease with which life had treated him, had handed over all the
good things on a golden platter. Would Dill-water have been the same man if he, like Bandin, had
been the son of a Kansas druggist, had gone to a second-rate Bible-belt college, then dragged
himself up through the ranks of the party machine? Dillwater was what he was and, though he
never admitted it even to himself, Bandin was envious.

"Dillwater! Just what the hell isall this about?"
" A hold with Prometheus, Mr. President. | thought..."

"1 thought you could keep an eye on the shop while |l got some sleep? While you were dreaming
| wastrying to get one word ahead of that s.0.b., Polyarni."

"1 am sorry about your sleep, Mr. President. | do not imagine any of uson the project have been
to bed for days. | would have handled this matter, | assureyou, if it had been routine. It is not.
Therefore, acting upon your instructions, | notified you at once."

" All right-so what the hell isit?"

"A major hold. The engineering details..."
" Can wait. How longisit going to be?"

" At least four hours, possibly more."

"Thetechnical people say that system instabilities will develop after three hoursand thereis
danger of mechanical failuresfrom the cryogenic fuel."

Bandin took a long noisy slurp of the coffee. " Tell them to stay with it,” hesaid. " They're bright
boys, they can lick any problem, or so they have been telling me for years."

"Not thisone, Mr. President. The danger istoo great. They wish to terminate this operation and
reschedule ..."

"No! Absolute goddamn no! Arethey out of their minds? The entire world iswatching thisthing,
and after what we've promised we had better damn well deliver. | have my balls on the line for
thisand | don't want to see them chopped off. The lobbies and the papers and now the
goddamned Congressistalking about the time and cost overruns on Prometheus. We've got to



get that bucket of
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boltsup there and working. | don't careif all they produce is enough electricity to light a
hundred-watt bulb. | want it. | need it. We are not canceling. That'sfinal."

"The danger..."

"None of usisgoing to live forever. The astronauts knew what kind of ajob they were signing
up for so | know they'll agree with my decision. And I'll bet you dollarsto doughnuts that
Polyar ni will go along."

Right on cue the phone buzzed and Bandin picked it up, listened, grunted and slammed it back
down.

"| told you. Hot line to M oscow. Stay right there," he said as Dillwater began to ease towards
thedoor. " | want you to hear this historical decision so it will go on record that our two great
nations arein complete agreement at thistime."

He picked up thered telephone and wiped his forehead with his handker chief at the sametime.
It no longer felt cold in the room.

COTTENHAM NEW TOWN

Irene Lewiswasworried. She peered hesitantly through the shop window at the display under
the golden letters cottenham new town butchers—keenest prices. Oh no they weren't. The
prices werejust terrible. Steak was unbelievable, stewing meat no better, mince was cheaper but
it was all fat. But she had to get something. After along day in the plant Henry expected a good
tea—and he deserved it. He turned his entire pay packet over to her every week, holding back
just alittle for beer and cigarettes and maybe a few pence more for the pools. It was because he
was such a fair man and never questioned her that she wasworried now. Not that she had lied to
him, rather it was what she hadn't told him. To keep eating, even in the modest manner they
wer e used to, was costing mor e and mor e every day. Judy and May wer e always growing out of
their clothes and eating more all the time.
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Prices went higher and higher, yet everyone expected her to make do and keep things going as
she always had, with ajoint on Sunday and all therest.

Well shedid keep things going—and that was what worried her. Years ago they had agreed to
put by a bit every week in the Post Office Savings, for the rainy day that was always coming, as
well asthe summer holidays. But the prices kept rising and in order to cope she had put in less
and less until one day she had stopped saving altogether. And now she was beginning to
withdraw. Not much, but the girls needed shoes for school, and once it started flowing out it
didn't seem to stop. She was afraid to look at the balance, but she did know one thing; that
Blackpool holiday that Henry was already beginning to talk about, it was out of the question. He
wasn't going to like that.

"Look what they're asking for sausages!" It was Mrs. Ryan from down the street.
" Shocking," Irene agreed, happy to share her misery.

They nodded their heads and made clucking noises, sear ching the window once morein the vain
hope that they had missed some unusual bargain.



" Did you seethe interruption on thetelly?" Mrs. Ryan asked. " Right in the middle of
Coronation Street. Trouble with that big rocket."

"Did it explode?" Irenewas concerned, knowing that death and destruction were always waiting
in the wings of life, ready to step forward.

"Not yet, though you never know, do you?"

Once more they nodded agreement then, steeling themselves as for battle, they entered the
butcher's. Whatever happened, families would still have to be fed.
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"I think it istime we got back into the bunks and strapped in," Patrick said. " | know it'sa drag,
but in ten minutesthe hold may end."

" And how many times have you said that before?" Ely asked.
"Too many. Buckles and straps, Ely."

The four acceleration couches wer e arranged two by two on the deck of the crew compartment.
Each was designed and custom built to fit one of the astronauts, to give the maximum support
and protection during the acceleration. Ely sat on the edge of his, a thin book clasped in his
fingers. Patrick stood over him and waited in silence. Finally the physicist sighed dramatically
and swung hislegs up; Patrick helped him with the holddown straps.

Coretta's couch was next to his and faced a bank of instrumentation. She was already strapped in
and studying the dials. These displayed duplicates of the biosensor information being fed
continuously to Mission Control. Each of the astronauts was wired with pickupsthat passed on
vital readings such as blood pressure, pulse, respiration, body temperature, all of the human
biological measurementsthat had to be monitored, watched closely to ensurethat these
astronauts could stay alive in space.

With the four in theinner compartment secured, Patrick went through the hatch in the wall. Of
coursewall, ceiling and deck only had meaning when they were on Earth. Oncein orbit and
weightless the terms would become meaningless. The walls and ceiling of this compartment
wer e covered with instruments and locker s for food and equipment, some of it impossible to
reach now, all of it accessible soon when they could simply float in any direction.

Prometheusitself, the only part of thisimmense spacecr aft that would go into orbit, was divided
into four sections. In the nose was the payload, thirteen hundred tons of generator, reflector and
transmitter, the reason for everything else. At the other end of
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Prometheus, over two hundred feet away, was the nuclear engine with its fuel supply of U-235,
the engine that would lift them up into their final orbit. Above the engine was the biological
shield, twenty-five tons of barrier to keep the radiation from the crew when the engine went into
operation. Above the biological shield, also acting asa barrier to radiation, was the immense
bulk of theliquid hydrogen for the engine, atank over a hundred feet long.

Sandwiched between the payload before and the hydrogen tank behind was the crew module, the
thinnest slice of the great length of the spacecraft. It was divided unevenly into two
compartments. Thelarger, inner one, took up over two-thirds of the space. Thiswasthe Crew
Compartment where the four non-piloting member s of the crew had their couches, where all the
food and extra equipment was stored. An inner wall with a sealing hatch separated it from the



Flight Deck. Here were the couches for the two pilots, all of the flight instrumentation, the
windows, periscopes and TV connectionsthat enabled them to look out and guide the ponderous
vessel. But they were blind now, the TV cameras sealed into takeoff position while the shroud
that protected them and the pay-load from the atmaospheric friction of takeoff, hid any direct view.
Nadya wasin her copilot's position and talking to Mission Contral.

"He's here now, Flax," she said. "He'll be ableto talk to you as soon as he plugsin.”

" Any results?" Patrick asked her, dropping onto the couch and reaching for the headset.
"Negative. The President won't be able to talk to you."

"What about Polyarni?"

"The same answer. Launch Control put methrough, but he'sinvolved in a conference with your
President.”

"They don't want to go on record for keeping thisflight going." He threw the radio switch. " You
there, Flax?"

" Roger. About your talk with the President | had his First Assistant, but the President isin
conference by phone with Premier Polyarni and cannot talk to you now, but he will as soon as he
can"

" Flax. I sthis conversation being taped?"
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" Of course.”

"Then | want to speak for therecord."

"It's been along hold, Patrick, and you must be tired. Why dorCt you..."
" Negative. For therecord."

"/ have been talking to the doctors here, Patrick. Your pulse and heartbeat show a good deal of
stress. They suggest you attempt to rest, sleep if you can, your copilot will take over."

"Knock it off, will you please, Flax. I'm the Commander and what | say is of someinterest. If not
now—for therecord later."

" Sure, Patrick. Just trying..."

"1 know what you're trying. What I'm trying to do is get some facts on record. We are almost two
hoursinto what iscalled an unsafe period in the flight plan you havein front of you "

" Just an estimate."

" Shut up. I'm saying something, not having a discussion. All theindications are that asthis
unsafe period progresses the condition of the ship deteriorates so that the mission should be
aborted. Early estimates wer e that after a half an hour into the unsafe period the mission should
be canceled. As Commander of thismission | ask why that has not been done?"

" Decision-making is still progressing at all levels."

"I didn't ask that. | want to know why the recommended procedur e has been ignored and why we
are still on hold despite earlier decisionsto abort at this point?"



" Observations indicate the earlier estimates possibly to be too pessimistic."
" Give methoseresults, if you please."

There was a mutter of voices at the other end then Flax was back on, relief obviousin his voice.
" Launch Control wants to get through to you. The hold is terminated. Countdown continuing at zero
minus twelve minutes.”

Patrick opened his mouth to protest—then closed it and flicked off the mike switch instead. He
turned to Nadya. " We can still abort the mission. | can do it asa pilot's decision, but it would
carry moreweight if you agreed.”

"1 know." She spoke very quietly. " Isthat what you want?"

"I don't know. What | do know isthat we are heading for
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troubleif we takeoff now, possibly big trouble. But if we abort..."

"The entire Prometheus Project might be scratched. Isthat what you are thinking?"

" Something like that. It cost a bundle and people ar e beginning to complain, and more and more
pressure groups are jumping on the bandwagon. But that's not a problem you havein your
country."

"We haveit, but not in the same way. The Politbureau isthe Politbureau. One night there will be
a meeting—next mor ning Polyar ni will be Minister for State Pig Farming, and Prometheus will
be dead at the same moment. So what do we do?"

"We'rerisking our livesif we go on now."

"Werisked our liveswhen wejoined this project. | think—what do you say it in English?—the
gameisworthy of the candle."

Patrick looked at her in silence for along moment, nodding his head grimly. " I've always thought
the game was worth the candle. But thisisdifferent. If we take off now werisk destroying
everything."

"1f we stay we have the equal risk."

" Comein Prometheus." Kletenik's voice sounded in their ears. " At zero minus nine minutes how
are the levels on your ADP?"

Patrick was searching Nadya's eyes for an answer to his question. But she had answered it
already. She wanted to go ahead. And who was he to disagree? His superiors, the heads of the
gover nment wanted to proceed. He could go against their judgment and stop the whole thing
now. Ruin his career, perhapskill the entire Prometheus Project. It was a lot of responsibility to
bear. He turned on his microphone.

"APD in the green. What are your readings on fueling?"

Flax was running with sweat, slumped in his chair like a sack of potatoes. He could not slide
down any further but he felt the tension drain from hislimbswhen he heard Patrick's words. The
mission was on. There was danger still, but nothing that the programs and he and the computers
could not handle. He was going to rideit all theway. The program would come up with the
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answer s and the pilots would throw the switches—but it was his mission the instant they took off.
L et them space walk and get dosed with radiation and have their parades. They were welcometo
it. But none of them could take his place herein Mission Control, the spider in the middle of all
the webs, the interface between man and machine that kept them all working. One piece had
weakened and caused the hold, a bit of machinery, and he had put it right. Another piece, a
human one, had acted up, but that had been put right too. Five minutes more and ...

"Hold at zero minusfive," avoice at Launch Control said, almost shattering him like a sudden
blow with an ax. " | have ared light on sustainer propulsion. It'sthe lox pogo damper
press-urization."

" And it seems we have another hold, ladies and gentlemen, at exactly five minutes befor e blast
off, and | assure you that no oneis happy about thisone at all. Thetension isso great here at
Ground Control that you can almost feel it in theair. I'm turning you over now to Bill Whitein
the crowd in the viewing stand for areport on thereactionsthere. Bill."

On millions of TV setsall around the world the scene changed suddenly, from the hectic order of
Ground Control to the viewing stand five miles from the takeoff site. From here Prometheus
looked like a child'stoy on the horizon with nothing to give an indication of itstrue size. Y et
there had been much discussion over siting the stands as close as this, since they would still be
in danger if there were an explosion at takeoff. But any further away and there would be no point
in having viewing stands at all. In the end the decision had been one more compromise;
limited-size stands for what might be called the second-r ate notables. Expendable notables. If a
few journalists and ageing generals and politicians went up in flames they would not be missed in
the general horror and destruction. Of coursethereality of thisdecision had only been discussed
at thevery highest levels and a number of elderly gentlemen wer e pleasantly surprised to find
their names on an invitation list. In the foreground between the spectators and the distant
spaceship was the familiar lined face of
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Bill White. As he spoke the image of the distant Prometheus was cover ed by a superimposed
telescopic version.

"Thetension herein theviewing stand is exactly like that at Ground Control and Mission
Control asyou can well imagine. It must be the same all round the world wherever people are
watching thisincredible event taking place. Here in Baikonur it is already late afternoon, over
two hours past the scheduled time for takeoff. And now, only seconds away, we have another
hold. We can only imagine how the men and women, the astronautsin their giant craft, must feel.
They are professionals and trained for their work but it still must be unbearable. | don't think
anyone would want to take their places. They are doing magnificently and the entire world
appreciatestheir courage. Now, Harry Saunders at Ground Control. Any changes yet, Harry?"

"We're exactly the same here, and in Prometheus which you can see on your screensthere.”
Theimage changed, filling the screen with Prometheus, zooming to her flight cabin, then panning
down the length of her great boosters, steaming vents. Harry Saunder s grabbed up his notes as
soon as the camera was off him. The holds had been so long that he was running out of thingsto
say, peopletointerview. He wished the damn thing would take off or blow up. His voice was
beginning to go. He frantically sear ched his scribbled notes while his voice calmly described the
L eviathan of space. Detailed description, he hadn't done that one lately. He found theright
figures.

"We still have difficulty in realizing how big Prometheusis. When you say as high asa
forty-storey building or as heavy as a battleship, some feeling is conveyed. But not the combined
complexity of its construction, for this spaceship isreally seven separate machinesin one. This
program is being transmitted on radio as well astelevision, and you lucky TV viewers must
realize how impaossible to visualize it must be for someone, say, in a small Asian village who has



only seen a few simple machinesin hislifetime. Perhaps the easiest way to understand its
construction isto hold out your hand with fingers straight, then bring all the fingerstogether
until they touch and make a circle. These fingers are the boosters, each one a completely
separate rocket with its own fuel, pumps, motors, everything. Now if you take a pen with
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itscap on and, cap in your other hand, push it down between your fingersyou will have some idea
of the construction of Prometheus. The fingers and the pen, called the core body, are all the
same. Complete rocket shipsin their own rights. The cap isthe payload, Prometheus, the part of
the ship that will go into orbit high above Earth. And stay there forever.

" At takeoff all the boostersfire, asdoesthe core body. Their fuel isthe most powerful in the
univer se, hydrogen and oxygen, and it will be gulped and burned at therate of fourteen thousand
gallons a second. Y et this complex machine will not only burn fuel at that tremendous rate, but
will transfer fuel from the outer boostersinto the core body. Thiswill be pumped in asfast asthe
core body burnsits own fuel sothat finally, when the booster s are empty and fall away, the core
body will have a complete load of fuel. With the booster s gone the core body will burn to insert
Prometheusinto low orbit, then it will drop away aswell, itsjob well done. At that point
Prometheus will fireits own nuclear engineto push itself higher and higher into the correct
orbit. Complex, yes, but still practical, for these L enin-5 boosters have had a number of
successful missions lifting larger and larger payloadsinto space. Also ... wait a minute, yes, my
countdown clock's moving again! The hold'sover. Let's hopeit'sthefinal hold so | return you to
Ground Contraol..."

"Two minutes," Patrick said, " and thisisit. The countdown now is automatic and locked in.
They can't stop us." Heturned on the ship'sintercom. " Crew compartment, are you secure?"

"In position," Coretta said. " No changes, bio monitors functioning and all readings within
predicted parameters.”

"Which means no one has died of boredom or fright yet," Patrick said. " Roger. You can listen in
but | won't have time to talk to you until after booster shutdown. Thisisit crew—we're on the
way!"

" One minute fifteen seconds and counting."

The computer was running the entire operation now, issuing instructions to men and machines,
opening and closing switches—and counting down towards zero and lift-off.
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"Minus eleven seconds and counting."
"Minusten."

"Minusnine."

A throb, morevibration than sound, swept through the towering metal structure asthe huge
enginesignited. Their flames shot down into the pit below and boiled out as smoke and steam at
the sides. Second by second their thrust level rose until at zero the hold-down clamps would
release.

"Three... two... one... zero!"

At full thrust the engines generated a fraction more lift than the immense weight of Prometheus.
The clamps pulled free and flames wrapped the umbilical tower. Now the ground shook with the
intensity of therockets and the air roared and crackled with unbelievable sound.



Slowly, infinitely slowly, only ten feet in thefirst second, the towering cluster of rocketsrose into
theair.

"We have lift-off!"

Noise. Vibration. Thunder. Patrick found himself thrown back and forth against the restraint of
his strap as the vectoring engines swiveled in their mountsto keep their course vertical. The
first six seconds were critical, until they passed the umbilical tower and their speed built up. At
lift-off the digital timer began to operate, its numbers flicking from 00:00:00 to 00:00:01, ticking
off the seconds steadily to measure GET, the Ground Elapsed Time.

00:00:04 The G forces, the gravity that pushed them down into their couches was beginning to
build.

00:00:06 First danger past. All instrumentsreading in the green.

Second by second the thrust increased until it reached 4.5G then 5G where it held firm. Five
gravities pressing them down into their couches, standing on their chests and making breathing
difficult. They had all learned how to breathe under high G in the centrifuge. Never breathe out
all theway or it will be almost impossible to fill your lungs again. Keep your lungsfull at all
times, just letting out short breaths and breathing right in again.

Pressure and acceleration. Speed. The engines gulped sixty tons of fuel a second and pushed the
great structureon, faster and faster.
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"You are GO, Prometheus/' Launch Control said, thewordstinny in Patrick'sear. The G forces
pressed on his eyes, bringing about the condition of tunnel vision; he could only see directly in
front of him. Turning his head was an effort, but hehad to do it toread all theinstruments.

"Allin thegreen."
" Stand by for staging at oh-one-thirty. We are turning you over now to Mission Control"
" Roger."

The Gs stood on their chests asthe GET digits clicked over. Although the vibration and the
pressure seemed to go on forever, the first-stage blasting took just a minute and a half. At the
instant the GET read 00:01130 the engines cut off and they were weightless. Patrick switched
his microphoneto intercom.

"That'sthefirst stage shutting down. We'll bein freefall for afew minutesnow so it is a good
chance for your stomachsto get used to the sensation. I'll warn you befor e the second stage
fires. Right now the boosters are pumping their reserves of fuel and oxygen into the core vehicle
below us. Then they'll release ..." A quick shudder passed through the ship. " There they go. I'll
seeif | can get apicturefor you. The TV isfor Mission Control but I'll be ableto relay it to your
screens."

Therewere TV cameras set into the hull, protected and obscured up until now by the bulk of the
boosters. Patrick located the activating switches, three among the hundreds he had to operate,
and flicked them on. At first there wasjust darkness—then a sudden flame. He angled the
cameratowardsit and focused on one of the small engines that was pushing the booster away
from them. Asit grew smaller the surface of the Earth appeared behind it.

"It isRussia—thereisLake Baikal!" Nadya called out.

" And a second booster there," Patrick said. " 1'm switching to camera two and panning. We



should see all five of them. Are you receiving, Mission Control?"
" Six by six, Prometheus, a great picture”

One by onethe boosters swam into view, dark cylinders against the hazy blue of the world below,
dwindling as they dropped behind. Each of them was monitored from Ground Controal in
Baikonur so that the individual orbits could be controlled
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separately, for the success of the Prometheus Project depended upon bringing down the
boostersintact. They wer e stable both nose up, asthey had been when they left the Earth, and
engines down asthey returned. The plug nozzle of the rocket engine acted as an ablative shield
to slow the booster and keep it pointed in theright direction. Asthe machine approached the
Earth the engine would be fired, fuel had been left for this, to bring the booster in for a soft
landing on the Russian steppe. One by one the booster s would come down to be picked up and
brought back to Baikonur for the next step in the sequence. Prometheus Two. One by onethe
cargo to build and expand the solar generatorswould be lifted up until the great task was
completed with Prometheus Fifty. But the project would bein operation long before that,
sending electricity back to a world starved for power.

They hoped. They were still far from their final orbit 22,300 miles above the surface. At this
point in the takeoff, although they were far above the Earth and in freefall, they were still bound
toit by theinvisible ties of gravity. Prometheuswas like an artillery shell fired high into the sky,
to arch up and up to the summit of its climb. Then to drop back to Earth. The multiple boosters
had lifted them high and fast—but not to escape velocity, the speed of a body sent off the Earth
that would permit it to leave the gravitational pull never toreturn.

" Shroud jettisoned and ready for core burn,"” Patrick said, his eyes on the GET numbers. " It will
be about a two-and-a-half-minute burn to get usinto a higher orbit. Hereit comes ..."

The core vehicle had one-sixth of the original thrust on lift-off, but it was still immensely
powerful. The Gsbuilt up more slowly, but build they did until once more 5GS pushed hard upon
them. Then, for thefirst time, the controlled progression of events changed. A sudden
shuddering gripped the ship, building up, shaking everything har d—then stopped.

"1 have pogoing," Patrick said, sharply.
" Under control, pogo pressurization restored"

Asquickly asit had come the shaking ended, and did not return. All of them aboard the ship
relaxed for they knew that the very wor st was behind them. The three of them who were new to
space wer e veterans now. They had survived takeoff, the moment of
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ignition when they had thought the unthinkable, riding in a cabin on top of the greatest chemical
bomb ever constructed by mankind. The energy locked there had been expended to take them
into space. It could have exploded instead. With this behind them they relaxed unknowingly.
Coretta and the flight surgeons on Earth noted it in their readouts of pulse and blood pressure
and wer e awar e of what had happened. Even though they were hard at work in Mission Control
they had relaxed as well; there were more smilesthan frowns. Flax had the victory cigar out and
was chewing on it still unlit.

All was going according to plan.

" Shutdown," Patrick said quietly asthe engines cut off. " How isour orbit now, Mission
Control?"



" Four balls, Prometheus. We have a one in the last digit, just one away from five bdls"

A good orbit with a .00001 error from theideal predicted orbit. Patrick stretched and unlocked
his belt, talking to the crew.

"We are coasting now but please do not leave your couches. | am coming down for eyeball
contact."

He pushed away from the couch and floated towards the bulkhead. " I'm going to cheer up the
troops, Nadya, will you take the con?"

" Nyet prahblem, vas ponyal"

Asthe opening of the hatch swam towards him, Patrick grabbed the edge to brake his motion.
His feet came up slowly and brushed the wall, slowing his body to a stop. Head first he pulled
himself in, floating towar ds the couches.

" A most dramatic entry, Commander," Coretta said, fighting the urgeto draw aside as he floated
headfirst towards her. " When do we get totry that?"

"Assoon aswe'rein final orbit. How is everything here?"

He bent hisarms as he floated to her couch, slowing and stopping. He tested her straps. She
nodded and smiled.

"1'm fine now—but what was that shaking around about?"
" The pogoing?"
"If that'swhat you call it. Like a pogo stick?"

"That'sright. Asthe tank empties pressure waves in the fuel line will sometimes surge
backwards and forwards and cause the
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enginesto set up a motion something like a pogo stick. There are pressurization and systems
dampersto stop it."

"1t was shaking the fillings out of my teeth."
"Everyone else all right?" Patrick asked, looking around.
There was a moment's hesitation, then Gregor spoke slowly.

"| regret thefreefall, the shaking, caught me by surprise. | had ... my stomach ... a small
accident.” Hewas almost blushing. " But thereisthe plastic bag, it isall right now."

"Happensto all of us," Patrick said. " Hazard of the profession. Areyou over it?"
"Yes, finished. | am most sorry."

"Don't be. When we are back on solid ground I'll tell you some real good Air Force whoopsie
stories.”

" Spare us now, will you, Patrick." Ely spoke above the top edge of his book, a hovel with atitle
in French.

" Of course. Here'sthe situation." They were listening closely now, even Ely. "We're about a
hundred and thirty kilometers high and still climbing. Our boosters are gone but the core vehicle



still hasfuel. It will fire one moretime for orbit insertion befor e staging. After this, as soon as
Mission Control is happy about the orbit, the core vehicle will be detached and we will be on our
own. That will be when Ely does histhing."

"An honest job at last," Ely said. " |'m tired of being a passenger and look forward to the
moment when Dr. Bron and his magic atomic rocket engine have a chance to perform. Though
small, and without the kiloton thrust of the monster s we have dropped behind us, it istrue-blue
and with a heart of gold and will puff and toot and lift usup into the perfect orbit in theideal
position."

"May it dojust that. Any questions? Colonel ?"
"When do we eat?"

" A good question. With all the holdswe had I'm feeling hungry myself. I'd say break out the food
packs now if | thought we had time. You have the tubes there so drink some lemonade if you
want to keep the hunger pangs away. As soon as we get into the low orbit we'll eat. Then Ely can
get to work on his engine."

Patrick pulled himself back up into the flight cabin and buckled in once again. " How's our time?"
he asked.
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" About three minutesto firing," Nadya said looking at the GET.
"Good. I'll takeit."

Flipping up the safety lid, Patrick held hisfinger over the engine firing button. The computer
counted down on the GET and, at the precise second, he pressed down just in case the signal
from the computer did not activate it precisely.

The pumpswhirred, the engine fired.

It worked at full thrust for exactly three seconds. Then it exploded.

13

GET 00:35

Theblast jammed Patrick into his couch, blurring hisvision for an instant. He shook his head
and when he could see again there were lights, red lights, everywher e before him on the panels.
Voices hammered in hisears, from Mission Control and on the intercom; Nadya was calling out
to him.

Heignored them all, scar cely awar e of the intruding sounds. Theinstruments. Engine.
Automatic shutdown, now manual shutdown. Pumps, fuel, safety interlock. And they were
spinning. The Earth swam into the ports ahead then slipped out of sight. Helooked at the GET
and timed therotation, lying motionless until it appear ed again. Then he threw the switch that
cut off theintercom, stilling the voices that cried out to him, calling over to Nadya at the same
time.

"Hold the question until I contact Mission Control." He flipped one more switch. " Mission
Control, do you read me?"

"Yes, listen, we have..."

" Condition report follows. We have had a malfunction in the core body engines. No readings at



all from number three, may have been an explosion. Others shut down. Fuel flow shut off. Fuel
reservesremaining at eleven percent. We aretumbling in orbit,
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onerotation every twelve seconds. Give me an orbit and status report. Over."

" Orbit follows, perigee eighty-four point six three miles. Orbiting time eighty-eight minutes. We have
an indication for lowered cabin pressure. Do you have a reading?"”

" Reading positive, seven point three pounds. You may have an instrumentation failure. Do we
cancel tumbling?"

" Negative, repeat negative" Therewas emotion in Flax'svoice for the first time. " We want to
determine extent of damage first"

Patrick flicked on the intercom. " Did everyone hear that?"
"1 heard it, but | didn't understand it,” Coretta said.

"We've had an engine malfunction,” Patrick said. " We don't know the extent of the trouble yet.
Asyou know, the plug nozzle engine of the core body isreally four separate quadrantsthat fire
together. One of these is out of action, no readoutsfrom it at all. I'd guessit's had a major
malfunction___"

" Do you mean it blew up?" Ely asked.
"Yes, | supposeit might bethat. In any case we've three good engines ..."
"You think we've three engines.”

" Ely, shut up for a moment. We don't know yet just what we have or don't have. Find out first,
panic later. We still have plenty of fuel for maneuvering and we'rein orbit. The only problem
facing usimmediately isthat we'retumbling. I'm going to correct that as soon as|'ve permission
from Mission Control."

"You say we'rein orbit," the Colonel said slowly. " Might | ask what kind of orbit that is?"

Patrick hesitated. " | don't really know. I'll get the data as soon as| can. Roughly though, we're
about a hundred and forty kilometers high and orbiting the Earth once every eighty-eighty
minutes.”

" Eighty-five milesisn't very high," Ely said.
" Sounds pretty high to me," Coretta brokein.

"High enough."” Patrick fought to keep the tension from hisvoice. " Up here we are above most
of the atmospher e, ninety-nine percent of it. I'm getting back to Mission Control."

Five more minutes went by before Mission Control was certain that the computer had digested
all the available information. " All
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right, Prometheus? Flax said. " Permission to stabilize. Suggest minimum fuel expenditure.”
"| am awar e of that necessity, Mission Control. Maneuver begins."

Thisbit of flying by the wirewas uncalled for in their flight plan. The fuel he was using now would



be needed to stabilize the ship in the correct final orbit. But they would never reach that orbit if
he didn't stop the tumbling. He would have to use minimum fuel and hope there would be
enough left when he needed it. A touch on the controls slowed the rotation. But not enough.

"You will need more," Nadya said.
"How well | know that." Hisfacewasgrim. " Here goes."

With short blasts on the maneuvering jets the tumbling through space slowed bit by bit until it
finally stopped. The Earth, hisonly reference point, moved slowly into view in the ports ahead,
the horizon sensorsfinally settling it into fixed position bisecting the window.

" Fuel reservesin maneuvering jets at seventy-one percent. That was wonderful, Patrick."

" And the estimate was that we wouldn't need mor e than fifty to correct orbit. There's still a ball
game." Heturned on theradio. "Hello Mission Control. Tumbling has been canceled and we are
stablein orbit. Do you have a condition report on the core body engines yet?"

" Negative, Prometheus. But we have been running the programs through the computer and need
more input before we will have them finalized. Are you ready for instructions?"

" Go ahead, Flax, but makeit fast. | don't like thisorbit and | want us out of it soonest."
" Confirm. Activate your P20 to C64 and let us have a read-ing..."

While Patrick wastesting the circuits and feeding the results to the computer, Nadya turned on
theintercom and told the rest of the crew what was happening.

" Can we unstrap, Nadya?" Gregor asked. " Perhaps stretch a bit, move about. It is becoming
claustrophobicin here." There was athin edge of tension in hisvoice, not quite panic yet, but
the edge was there. The most exhaustive testsin theworld are still just

83

tests; space flight isthe ultimate test and one that cannot always be completely prepared for.
Nadya was awar e of the difference in Gregor's voice and thought it best toignoreit for aslong as
possible.

"Please don't, Gregor. We may fire again at any moment and we will have to do it at the exact
instant ordered by the computer programming. We could be badly hurt if we weren't strapped
in."

" And thefood, Nadenka}" the Colonel asked. " You must hear my stomach grumbling up there."

"lsthat what it was, Volodyal | thought it wasthe rocketsfiring on their own." Someone
chuckled at her joke; no onereally laughed. " The same goes for you, I'm afraid. As soon as
we'rein orbit we can do what we want."

"But we'rein orbit right now," Corettabrokein. " Couldn't we stay here longer, what difference
doesit make? Fm sorry to be such an idiot."

"Wearein alow orbit,” Nadyatold her. " Just on top of the atmosphere. And we wer e never
intended to bein this orbit at all."

"What would happen if we did stay here?" Coretta asked.

What indeed, Nadya thought. Isit a decaying orbit? How long will it last? They might need to
know the answer s very soon. But she pushed her fears aside and kept her voice calm. " Nothing
much. If we stayed in this orbit we would just whistle around the world every eighty-eight



minutes. But we'll be out of it soon. Hold on, Patrick's signaling___ "

" Commander here. The computer hasdigested all the info we have for it and produced what we
think isan answer. One of the enginesis definitely out of order and we have bypassed it and
blocked it. We'll fire on the two opposing engines, two and four. Number one engine will be cut
out aswell so we'll have balanced thrust___ "

"Will we get the proper thrust out of two?" Ely asked.

" Of course, Dr. Bron. We needed the full thrust of the four enginesfor lift-off, along with the
thrust of the boosters. Now that we arein Earth orbit we will fire at lower thrust for alonger time
and still get the sameresult."

"No need to be clever, Patrick." Ely wasangry, hisarmor of cool cynicism penetrated for the
first time. "1 know as much about
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orbital mechanics asyou do. | wastalking about programming for the reduced thrust to get the
correct final orbit. A program of thiskind might take hoursor even daysto prepare.”

"I'm sorry, Ely, | shouldn't have said that. I'm damned tired, aswe all are. You're perfectly right,
of course. But one of the preparationsin the past year was preparing programsfor almost any
eventuality. Thiswas one of them—M ission Control is coming through now."

Patrick killed the intercom and took theinstructions from Mission Control. There waslitde he
could do except watch because the computer wasin control again. Readings and obser vations
from Prometheus wer e coded by its own computer and radioed back to Earth. Either arelay
station on the ground or one of the comsats would pick up the sighal and bounce it on. Oncethe
information had been digested the coded message would be sent back to the shipboard computer
which would follow instructions.

"You will haveignition at 01:07:00" Mission Control said.

"Roger. Check your straps, everyone, and get ready. The engines will firein about two minutes,
at 01:07 on your GET clock."

The seconds ticked away, going too fast yet seeming to take an eternity. This had to beit.
Secondsto go, three more, two, one ...

He wasready, hisbody prepared for the thrust. But nothing, absolutely nothing happened.
"Comein, Mission Control. We do not have ignition."
"Nothing at all?" There was unconcealed worry in Flax's voice.

"Not afart in theengineor alight on the board. Do you know what you are doing, Mission
Control?"

" Affirmative, Prometheus. Look, Patrick, we're doing our best down here. They're running the
program through again for bugs, then we'll give you a new time and you can fire manually from
there."

"Thank you, Flax, | appreciate your concern. | am sure your people are working hard and
sweating and getting ulcers. But they have solid ground under their feet and are not whipping
around orbit. Do you have the data on this orbit yet?"

" Negative ..."
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"Flax! Shut up and listen to me, closely. You arelying. Your computer has digested enough
orbital datato belch out an answer by now."

"Your heightis..."

"1 know how high and how goddamn fast we're going. What | want to know isthis a decaying
orbit? Hew long are we going to hang up here before we hit the atmosphere and start slowing
and drop back?"

"We can't be certain..."
"HOW LONG, FLAX?!"

" All right, Patrick, just take it easy. We have a figure here, but just a rough estimate so jar. As we
refine it we'll feed you the latest info. As of now with a possible seventy percent reliability the best we
can say isthat you have about thirty-six hours."

"Oneday?"

Nadya was staring at Patrick, eyeswide, for she had heard too. He nodded slowly at her but
knew better than totry to smile. He thought for long seconds befor e he spoke.

"Listen to this, Flax. We have to boost out of this orbit or we're going to turn into one more
shooting star and burn up when we hit the atmosphere at the end of a day. Get those engines
running. If they don't fire you better start your boys on the next possibility right away. We will
need some figures on the chances of getting out of this orbit using the nuclear engine alone. We
will drop the core body and fire on our own. Do you read me?"

"Loud and clear, Pat. We've already considered the nuclear engines and are running a program on
it. Areyou ready to try firing again?"

mn Roger 'll
" 77/ read you the countdown and fire on zero. Ten ... nine..."

Nothing happened thistime either and Patrick stabbed down again and again on the button until
histhumb hurt. " All right, what's next?" he shouted. " Are you going to fix those engines or do
we separ ate?"

" Separation in a few minutes. We want to be sure you will have enough time for running up the
nuclear engine before separation.”

"That would be a good idea, wouldn't it." Patrick disconnected Mission Control with a savage
flick of the ship, then talked to the crew.
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" Did you all follow that? It should have all gone on intercom."
"It did," Coretta said. " But—I'm going to be a fool—what wasit all about?"

"Simple," Ely said. " If we do nothing we hit the atmospherein a day'stime and turn into one of
those nice shooting starsthat young loversliketo look at at night. To prevent that we hope—I
think hope isthe right word—hope to use my engine which does not have the thrust and was not
designed for thisjob. The only cheering note in this otherwise depressing situation isthat | have
been doing sums on my calculator. The computer will do a better job, but it looks like we will be
ableto get out of this orbit—but we had better get rid of that dead weight on our tail and start



firing as soon as we can. I'm unstrapping and getting down to the engine now ..."

"Holdit!" Patrick said." On the couch until | say get up. I'll query them on this. Mission
Control, do you read me?"

" Roger, Prometheus. You will have thrust for orbital maneuvers with the atomic engine. Burn should
begin soonest. Prepare for staging separation.”

Ely laughed. " Just what | said, only a bit more pompous and long-winded. Tell them to blow the
damn bolts or whatever so | can get out of bed and on with thejob."

" Separation.”

The explosive connections that held Prometheusto the booster behind it were felt only as slight
thudsin the flight cabin. Patrick actuated the TV camera and relayed the signal back to Mission
Control. They would take over control of the booster now and bring it back to Earth safely. If
they could.

"Look at that!" Patrick choked out the words." Mission Control, look at your screen. Do you
see? The core body hasn't separated. It's attached to us at an angle. Maybe one of the
connectorsdidn't blow. | don't know. But whatever happened that thing's still on our back. And
whileit'stherewe can't firethe nuclear engine. Do you hear me, Mission Control? You haveto
do something about that thing and goddamned quick. Because if you don't, this mission is going
to end in the biggest fireball you've ever seen."
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GET 01:38

"Thisisgoingto mean replating the front page and we're forty minutes late on the streets
already," the Mechanical Superintendent said as he looked at the new layout.

"l don't give adamn if it meansfeeding your mother through the presses,” the City Editor told
him. " Thisstory's breaking at theright timefor us, and I'd do this on my own, but God had me
on the phone and thisisthe way he wantsit, too."

When the owner of the newspaper spoke the employees simply nodded and did asthey were
told. Thecirculation of the Gazette-Times had been falling steadily and anything that might give it
a shot in the arm would help. The Mechanical Superintendent opened the door of hiswalled-off
glass cubiclein a corner of the composing room and went out into the hum and roar of a
newspaper being put to bed. At their stonesthe compositors never looked up, light seared out
on one side as an engraver exposed a plate. The M echanical Superintendent had problems of his
own and almost ran into the small man who bobbed up in front of him waving a sheet of paper.

" Out of the way, Cooper, or I'll run you down."

"Listen, you must look at this. Imperative." The Science Editor was a shaggy man with long hair
that hung in his eyes mor e often than not, who had a tendency to chew, unknowingly, his
ink-stained fingertips.

"Later. We're changing the whole damn paper around after a message from God so | got no time
for your latest breakthrough on the deodorant front."

"No, not that, you must listen. The rocket..."

"Move! | got awholefront page full of rocket. In twenty-four hoursit's going to burn and those



six nice people with it!"
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"What's the shouting about?" the City Editor asked as he squeezed by them.
"This, sir, | tried to stop him. Change the front page, | have the story here."

The City Editor halted and turned on his heel and looked down at the excited man. He had been
too long in this business to ignor e anything that might be news. " Sixty seconds, Cooper, and it
had better be good."

"Itis, sir. Incredible. Thisrocket, sir, Prometheus, the one in the decaying orbit. There's a good
chanceit's going to hit the atmosphere and burn up in lessthan a day."

"That'sour front page story."

"But there'smoreto it than that! Prometheusisthe largest object ever to be putrfnto space, it
weighs two thousand tons and that's a lot of mass. When it hitsthe atmosphere and burnsit will
be a most spectacular sight

" Our leader writer produces better copy than that, Cooper. Leave the story on my desk." He
turned on his heel and started awav and Cooper's words reached out desper ately after him.

"But, sir. Listen sir. Please. What if it doesn't burn up? What happensif it comes down in one
lump?"

The City Editor stopped dead, rigid. Then slowly turned about and glared at Cooper. When he
spoke his voice was cold asthe Arctic.

"Tell me, please. What will happen if it hitsin one big piece?"

"Well," Cooper struggled frantically through the crumpled papershecarried. " |'vetaken the
optimum, you under stand. Speed, mass, angle, ideal situation all around. | mean ideal to get the
highest speed at impact. Inertia, you under stand, velocity times mass, small and fast, big and
slow, both hit with the same impact. But what if something very big hitsvery fast? That is our
Prometheus. | estimate itsimpact explosion will be the equivalent of ten kilotons of TNT."

"Trangdation, please."

Cooper was hopping from foot to foot and chewing his fingertips so hard hiswordswere barely
audible. "Well, simply, say it wereto hit a populated area, a city, you know. It would explode with
about the same force asthe original atomic bomb that blasted
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Hiroshima. No radioactivity, of course, but it would explode

*'Yes, it certainly would. Very well done, Cooper. Clean up your copy and get it to rewrite. Right
now, scoot." He pulled out a pack of cigarettes, extracted the last one, lit it and crumpled the
pack and threw it to the floor. He looked at the M echanical Superintendent. " You heard him.
Get ready toreplate the first page one moretime and the hell with how long it takes. We have
the story of the century here. Do you realize that flying bomb could take out

a city, maybe thiscity right here

He stopped suddenly and looked up. They both looked up.
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GET 02:19

Washington, D.C., on a muggy mor ning, at the height of the rush hour. The motorcycle escort
was making heavy weather of shepherding the Cadillac at more than the snail's pace through the
rest of the traffic. Once they were over the Chain Bridge from Maclean, Virginia, they picked up
alarger escort of police cruisersthat sirened their way down the wrong side of the parkway,
frightening the hell out of the few driversleaving the city.

General Bannerman slumped in the back seat of the Cadillac and hated theworld. He had not
been in bed morethan an hour, and certainly was not asleep, when this shit of a captain had
pounded on the door. The police escort probably had no idea of who wasin the car or why they
had been called out to this suburb so early in the morning. But the captain knew. He had got the
address from Banner man's adjutant—the only one who knew it—and had barreled out with the
car and woken Bannerman and even seen the blonde head in bed with the general, before he had
been told to go to hell and get out and wait. The escort had picked them up at the corner and
that was that. Bannerman rubbed his massive jaw and felt the sore spot where he had cut
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himself shaving in a rush and wondered how much would leak out.
"You'renot on my staff, areyou, Captain?" he asked thedriver.

"No, sir. G2 special liaison to the White House."

Bannerman grunted, then yawned widely.

"There's some benzadrinein the bar if you'retired, sir," the captain said.
"What makesyou think I'm tired?"

"You didn't leave the party until after four, sir."

Well, well, so someone was keeping tabs on him. He had always suspected it, but put it down to
the endemic Foggy Bottom paranoia. Taking out a crystal glass hefilled it with water, then
washed down a benny from alittle green bottle. He started to put the glass away, hesitated, then
poured two fingers of scotch into it instead.

"You know a good deal about my movements, Captain. | sthat wise?"

"1 don't know about wise, sir, but | have my orders. It'sthe Secret Service that monitor s your
movements, for your own protection of course, and | act asliaison." Heturned hishead briefly to
look back at the general and had the sense neither to smile nor wink, displaying only a fixed and
very serious expression. " Your lifeisyour own, General, but we must know whereyou arein
order to protect you. But we are very discreet."

"Let'shopeto hell you are. Do you know what this meeting is about?"

"No, sir. | wasjust given your address and told to bring you to the White House as soon as
possible."

Bannerman nodded and watched the pillared buildings sweep by. He yawned again, then sipped
the straight scotch. He was used to going without sleep, commanding an armoured cavalry
division had given him plenty of experience. At the age of sixty-one he looked ten years younger
and had the stamina of a man ten yearsyounger than that. Beryl had told him that not more than
an hour ago, and she had reason to know. He smiled at the thought. So what the hell did Bandin
want him for at thishour of the morning? Arabsagain, probably, it was usually the Arabs. Since
he had been appointed Joint Chief of Staff nearly all the meetings wer e about oil and Arabs.
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The car stopped before the discreet rear entrance of the White House and Banner man emer ged.
Asthe door opened the two guardsthere presented arms and hereturned the salute. That little
pimp Charley Dragoni was waiting inside, moving from one foot to the other like he had to pee,
waving at the elevator.

"You'rethelast one, General Bannerman, they're all waiting."
"Well good for them, Charley. What's this meeting about?"
"The elevator, General, if you please."

Well up yours, Bannerman thought. Bandin's errand boy was getting kind of big for his breeches.
Asthe elevator rose he speculated happily about different waysin which he might put the kibosh
on Dragoni.

A Marine guard opened the big door and the general sucked in his gut and stamped forward,
hitting his heels down hard enough to make the spurson his cavalry bootsjingle. He knew a lot
of them hated it, which iswhy he did it. Bandin was at the head of the big mahogany table,
Schlochter next to him and—sur prisingly—the only other person was Simon Dillwater.
Interesting. The Secretary of State, Dillwater who wasthe top man at NASA, and himself. What
did they havein common? The answer was obvious.

"Trouble with Prometheus, Mr. President?" The best defense is a good attack.
" Christ sake, Bannerman, doesn't your radio work? What do you think we're doing here?"

Bannerman pulled out his chair and sat down slowly, coolly. " | worked late with my staff, then
retired and slept soundly." Not a twitch of expression, even from Dragoni, so maybe the captain
had told the truth and the Secret Service did have close mouths.

"Tell him, Dillwater, and as simply as possible if you don't mind."

" Of course, sir. Prometheus has serious difficulties. Primary staging was fine and the booster s
separated and have landed as planned. But the core body will not fire nor will it separate
completely.”

" Still attached?" Bannerman was cold attention on the instant.
"Partially," Dillwater said.

"What'stheir altitude?"
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" Approximately eighty-five miles at perigee.”

" That'sa damn crappy orbit!"

"Your description is accurate."

"What's being done?"

"We're still attempting to separate. Then Prometheus should be able to climb to her correct
orbit on her atomic engine."

"Well work fast. That orbit must be decaying. How long before it goes bust?"

" About thirty-three hourson our last estimate.”



Bannerman tapped hisfingerson the table and thought quickly. " If that thing burnsup it's going
to put paid to a couple of billion dollars and maybe your whole project.”

"1 was thinking more of the six people aboard," Dillwater said, coldly.

"Wereyou, Simon?" He paused. " You've got to get that thing into some kind of stable orbit as
soon as you can."

"You'redamn right," Bandin brokein. " Listen to some sense, Dillwater. We have got national
prestige to think about. We have the entire Prometheus Project to keep in mind, and the damn
Russkies and the UN who are on our side just thisonce, and the next election and a lot of
goddamn things. We'll worry about the passengersif and when we have to. Right now we don't.
Schlochter will tell you what Polyarni said while Dragoni gets an updatereport on thething. Top
priority must beto get that thing moving up up and away before it goes bust. Nothing else
matters—and | mean nothingl"

Dragoni, who was seated discreetly at the small table by the door, reached for the telephone
before him to get thereport for the President. Before he could touch it it buzzed softly. He
picked it up, listened, then replaced the receiver. Then herose quietly and stood beside Bandin
until he was noticed.

"What isit? Anything new?"

"1 did not call yet, Mr. President. | took a priority call from your press secretary who said that a
big news story has broken in New York about Prometheus..."

"What the hell do they know in New York we don't know in Washington?"
"Hedid not say, sir. But NBC is having a special news break
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in about three minutes and he said it might be best to watch."

" Call him back and find out what this nonsenseis about."

"1t might bewiseto turn thetelevision on at the sametime,” Bannerman said calmly. " We could
learn just as much that way."

"Yes, | suppose so. In my officethen."

They trooped through the connecting door and Bandin dropped into his chair behind the massive
desk. One button slid aside the paneling, with a portrait of George Washington attached, to
reveal the screen of a 72-inch projection TV. Another button turned it on and they watched
fixedly while two bars of soap danced to a Chopin etude, then dived into a basin of water. This
scene faded to be replaced by thelife-sized image of Vance Cortwright. He did not have his
familiar smile, known to millions, but hisfamiliar frown, equally well known, which meant the
newswas very serious. He laid down a handful of papersand spoke solemnly, directly into the
camera.

" Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Many of you who stayed up last night to watch the
spectacular launch of Prometheus will have retired with the comfortable knowledge that this
largest of all space flights was off to a successful start. |f you read the early editions of the
morning papers you would have known thisaswell. Only if you have been listening to your radio,
or watching television, would you know that a most recent development has altered that situation
dramatically. There has been some difficulty in firing the core body, the final booster that will lift
Prometheusinto its higher orbit. The orbit they arein now is..." heconsulted his papers, " ...
approximately eighty-six miles above the Earth and the ship and booster are making a complete



orbit every eighty-eight minutes."

Hisimage vanished and was replaced by an animated drawing of Prometheus and the attached
cor e body orbiting the Earth.

" Our hearts go out to these six brave astronauts who are, literally, trapped in orbit. Until means
arefound to firethe booster, Prometheus cannot rise up toits proper placein the sky, to the
fixed position in space above the Earth where it isto begin this mighty project of supplying solar
energy to a power-hungry world below. Not only can they not go higher, but they cannot return to
the safety of the Earth in Prometheus, which was designed to
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remain forever in orbit. It does not have either the correct engines, the power or the fuel for this
task. It isa prisoner in space, in orbit, and the six men and women aboard are prisoners aswell.
What their fate will be we cannot determine at this moment."

Cortwright reappeared on the screen, and sitting next to him now was a small man in an ill-fitting
suit, hislong hair carefully combed into place by the make-up girl. Thiswas obviously not its
normal condition because, as he moved his head nervously, along hank detached itself and hung
in front of his eye. Cortwright nodded to him.

"With mein the studio now is Dr. Cooper, the Science Editor of the Gazette-Times. | have a copy
of the morning edition of your paper here, Dr. Cooper, and the lead story isa very startling one,
I might even say a very frightening one. If | might just read the headline. It isin very largetype
and saysBOMB IN THE SKY."

He held up the newspaper so the screaming red words, covering half the page, could be seen.
"That is strong language, Dr. Cooper, asisthe story that follows. Do you think it istrue?"

" Of course, it must be, facts..."

" Could you please tell usjust what are the facts behind this extra edition of your newspaper ?"

"It'sobvious, therein the sky above us!" He waved his hand over hishead, then dropped it,
started to worry hisfinger, then dropped his hand guiltily back to hislap. " Prometheusisup
there, passing over our heads about once every hour and a half. Not just the satellite itself, but
the attached booster that won't fire. Prometheus at this moment weighs slightly in excess of four
million pounds. We must guess at the weight of the booster, but since it must contain a great
deal of fuel, in addition to its own mass, | would say that its weight must also bein theregion of a
million pounds. There are five million pounds up there, three thousand tons of metal and
explosive fuel. If that should fall..."

"Hold on, please." Cortwright raised his hand and Cooper stammered to a stop and instantly had
a quick nibble on onenail. " If | remember correctly the space scientists have been telling usfor
yearsthat it takes energy to change anything in space. It took alot of energy to get Prometheus
up thereinto orbit, and it will take
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alot of energy to get it down aswell. It will stay in orbit until it is pushed out."

"Yes, yes, of course.” Cooper vibrated in hischair with the intensity of hisfeelings. " That isfor
an orbit well outside of the Earth's atmosphere. But Prometheus has not reached that altitude
yet, there are till traces of air at that height. Air that will slow her down, more and more. It is
what is called a decaying orbit."

"1 would like to kill that hairy little son-of-a-bitch," Bandin muttered.



"Asyou know, altitude is speed in a satellite. The faster it goesthe higher it rises, like a stone
on the end of a piece of string, swungin circles. The string isthe bond of gravity, the speed is
what maintainsthe orbit. As Prometheus slows it will drop lower, asit dropslower it will hit
denser and denser air and will be slowed. Its speed will drop so much that it will lose its orbit
and will fall back to Earth."

"Whereit will burn up by friction in the atmosphere, as have all the other satellites and boosters
that havefallen back to Earth," Cortwright said calmly.

"Why should it?" Cooper jumped to hisfeet so abruptly that his head vanished for an instant and
theimage jerked asthe cameraman hurried to follow him. " Smaller boosters, yes, burn like
meteorites. But meteorites have hit this Earth before, we can see them in museums. M eteor
Crater in Arizona is where one enormous object penetrated our atmosphere and dug that
immense pit in the landscape. In 1908 the Tanguska meteor in Russia wiped out an entire forest,
killed..."

" But, Dr. Cooper, Prometheusisnot as big as these."

" Big enough! Big as a destroyer. Big enough to stay in one piece when falling back through the
atmosphere. Do you realize what would happen if a steel destroyer, a battle ship, with this mass
came hurtling out of the sky and struck thiscity..."

"That seems far fetched."

"lsit?" The camera moved again as Cooper rushed to a large globe of the Earth that stood
behind him. " Look here, at thetrack of that bomb in the sky. It'sover our heads right now,
cutting across the United States, over New York, over the ocean, hurling along, getting lower
and lower over London, Paris, Berlin,
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Moscow. Cutting a path through the sky like this' With ared marking pen he slashed a line that
connected these cities. " A bomb with all the kinetic and explosive ener gy of the atomic bomb
that blew up Hiroshima. If it should fall and strike one of these cities—what do you think would
happen?"

Therewas silencein the Presidential office at these words, silence broken by the softly spoken
words of General Bannerman.

"It'sin thefan now, it really is."
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GET 02:37

They were all in the crew compartment, sharing the rations, eating for the first time since
takeoff. Nadya had opened the lockers and unstowed the meals, because the others had gone to
the flight cabin as soon asthey unstrapped. Therewere no portsin theinner compartment and it
had been claustrophobic for them strapped in place and helpless. They returned to the
compartment one by one, silently, the undescribable sensation of looking at their home planet
from space so overwhelming that they forgot their predicament for the moment.

" The photographs, they don't do it justice," Coretta said. " It's unbelievable."

Gregor was babbling enthusiastically at the Colonel who nodded his head in agreement. The
sight of the Earth from space was no novelty for Colonel Kuznekov, he had logged countless
hoursin space, but it was a view he had always enjoyed. He had also gone along to aid the others
who wer e inexperienced with the weightless conditions of free fall. They were all still



gravity-orientated despite the conditions around them and had returned to sit on their bunks,
clipping themselves into place. They found it disconcerting the way the Colonel floated with his
head next to theirs, but with hisfeet in the air above, calmly kneading a plastic tube of creamed
chicken dinner.
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"1 enjoy your American space rations, such variety."

" A real boondoggle," Ely said, removing thelid from a can of Russian salmon. " While we spent a
fortune developing space foods and special containers and all that rigmar ole—you people just
stuffed a lot of commercially packaged and canned food in your ships. This salmon is better than
that muck."

" Perhaps, perhaps,” the Colonel said, sucking happily on the tube.

Patrick finished his meal in the flight cabin, then drifted back in asthey were cleaning away the
remains. Ely watched him intently as he floated to a bunk and secured himself.

"Any news?" Ely asked, and they all fell silent on the moment for there wasreally only one
thought at the back of all their minds.

"Nothing they can do to change the situation. They've pinpointed the problem but can't do a
thing from Earth. Here, look at thisdiagram.”" Heunrolled alarge print and held it before them.
"Here, here, and these over here. The exploding bolts that secure usto the core body. That
name it not quitetrue. They don't really blow up since gas and particular matter released during
separation might damage the nuclear engine. The explosion is confined within the hollow steel of
the bolt so they deform, sort of blow up like a balloon. This shortens the length of the bolt which
moves the release mechanism at the end. Then these pistons, here, are actuated which push the
two structures apart. Simple and theor etically fool pr oof."

Ely snorted disdainfully and the others nodded. " When we get back | want to talk to some
people about the engineering on this project."

"Sodoweall, Ely, but let's save that for later. We are under time pressure now. Mission Contr ol
say there's nothing more they can do to effect separation."”

"Which meansthey leaveit up to us," Nadya said.
" Exactly."
" But what can we do?" Coretta asked.

" Spacewalk," Patrick told her. " EVA, Extra Vehicular Activity. Someone puts on a suit and gets
out there and takes a look and seesif that damn thing can be knocked loose from us. Let's hope
the umbilicals give us enough leeway to get near it."
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" Can't we unstow an Astronaut Maneuvering Unit—an AMU?" Ely asked.

"Negative. Thiswas not planned for at this stage. We all have pressure suitswith air
connectionsin the cabin. There are two sets of umbilicals, air, cables and phone line, that can be
hooked up in the flight cabin. These were supposed to be used when we get to orbit to go back
and open the outer hatch to get at the AM Us that will enable usto maneuver without umbilicals.
They will be used to assemble the generator, but no one thought they might be needed before
that."

"Bad planning," Ely said.



"1 don't think so. They're bulky enough to almost fill this compartment. The planning wasn't at
fault—thistime."

"Can't we get to them now?" Coretta asked.

"We can, but it'sa time-consuming job, two, three hours at least to unseal and power up, then
maybe as much to reseal. We don't have that much time. So someone goes out on the umbilicals
to see what can be done."

"It isniceto get back to work," Colonel Kuznekov said, pushing himself towards the upper
lockers. " I'll suit up at once."

"Just a minute, Colonel, it hasn't been decided..."

" Circumstances decide, my boy." He methodically stripped off his boiler suit and pushed it
aside. " You've had some time space walking, | know that from the records. Nadya, while an
experienced pilot, has never been out of her ship, isthat right, Nadya?" She nodded agreement.

"Sothereyou are. For the others, thisistheir first flight into space. Nadya mans the contrals,
you will handle my umbilicals, Patrick, and | shall make this messright. Of course | am not
attempting to give the Commander orders. An old army man like me, never! | simply remind you
that | have had over athousand hoursin a suit in space working on my cryonic projects. The only
other choice, my captain, isfor you to go and for meto watch, which seemsa foolish risk for the
commander of a vessel when a grizzled old space dog can do thetrick. Oh-chin ogay}"

Patrick began to protest, then laughed. " How come you never became a general, Kuznekov?"
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"It was offered, | refused. All desk work with high rank, which is not my sort of thing at all. Shall we go?'
"Right."

With many hands helping, the suiting went faster than usual. The hanging spaghetti loops of the umbilicals
were taken from their lockers and pushed through into the flight cabin.

"WEe'll seal the hatch between this compartment and the flight cabin since you'll still be pressurized,” Patrick
said.

"Would we be of any help if we suited up?" Ely asked.

"Negative, sorry. Well be crowded asit is. Nadyawill be at the controls and will fill you in on the intercom.
Here we go."

"Good luck, Patrick," Corettasaid. "And you too, Colonel." On sudden impulse she pulled herself to
Kuznekov, they were floating with their heads almost touching, and kissed him on the forehead.

"Wonderful!" the Colonel said. "No warrior going into battle ever had afiner salute."

But once in the flight cabin they were more serious. The hatch was sealed and they put on their helmets,
twisting and locking them into place. Nadya was connected to the air supply next to the pilot's seat, Patrick
and the Colonel's umbilicals plugged to their suits and into the air attachments near the door.

'‘Are weready?" Patrick asked.
" Oh-chin ogay."

He moved dowly in the clumsy suit, twisting the valve in the center of the exit door. It opened and the
atmosphere in the cabin began hissing out into space.



"Pressure dropped enough,” Nadya said.
"Roger. Unsedling the door."

With most of the air gone the door could be opened safely without the pressure of the cabin atmaosphere
againgt it. It swung open silendy. At this the atmospheric pressure dropped suddenly and the air became
hazy with fog that vanished moments later as the last of the air puffed out into the vacuum of space.
Framed in the opening was the sable darkness and unflickering points of light of the stars of the endless
interstellar night. The Colonel floated head first through the opening.

"There should be handholds all the way along," Patrick said.
"No problem, | fedl I've been doing thisal my life."
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The Colonel wasindeed a skilled space walker, his solid, clumsy-appearing form moving light as
afeather. Patrick paid out the coils of the umbilicals as he floated aft, just touching the handholds
with hisfingers so that he moved smoothly along.

"Comingtotheend," Patrick said, looking at the short length remaining.
"Just about a meter more. Let me have all the slack you have. That'sit."

The Colonel had clipped his safety lineto the last rung of the handhold and was leaning far out.
The umbilicals were now bar straight and taut, pressed hard against the lip of the hatch where
they went out. Farther and farther the Colonel reached—until hisfinger seized the stern of
Prometheus, beyond him was the dark angled bulk of the still-attached core body.

"What do you see?" Patrick asked.

"Very little, black asHadesin there, in the shadow. L et me get my torch out." He undipped his
flashlight and poked it over the end. Thecircle of illumination slid over the nose of the core
body, the beam itself invisible in the vacuum of space, then moved out of sight.

" Aha!"
"What isit?"

" Qur culprit, all right. One of the connecting rods, a bit twisted but still holding. All the plungers
around it are actuated and pushing to separate. The only problem being that the harder they
push the stronger the connecting rod is wedged into its anchor to hold ustogether. But easily
enough remedied, | think."

1] HOW?"

" A little sizzling with the oxyacetylene torch will cut that rod in two in a second. Then therest of
the mechanism will doitsjob and drive this great weight off of our backs and we will be freeto
go on our way. Except for onelittle problem."

They waited, hushed, the astronauts and the threein the sealed compartment hearing every
word spoken over the intercom, and even the breathing of those in the pressur e suits.

" Problem? What?"

" At the present moment | don't see how we can reach therod. It's on the other side and the
umbilicalswon't stretch that far."

10l
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GET 03:19—COTTENHAM NEW TOWN

Sir Richard Lonsdale did not like lunches that went on so long, but he had no choice. It was late
and they were still around the table in the executives' restaurant, still wreathed in a fog of cigar
smoke and the perfume of fine brandy. The Swiss seemed happy, coats open and perspiring
freely.

"My congratulationsto your chef, Sir Richard,” Miiller said, patting his great midriff
affectionately like a pet dog.

Therewas more light talk until eventually one of them looked at his watch. Chairs were pushed
back and there was much hand-clasping and many guttural goodbyes. Miiller waited until he was
leaving to speak the few hoped-for words. He was obviously a believer in good curtain lines.

"We shall recommend the contract on the terms discussed, Sir Richard. | hopeit will be only the
beginning of along and successful relationship.”

" Thank you, thank you very much."

Their car would be waiting, and that would be that. He ground hiscigar out in the ashtray and
tried not to remember thetrayload of papersin his office. They would have to be tackled now,
likeit or not, if hew'ereto have any chance of getting home before midnight.

The shortest way back to the executive offices was through the canteen and Sir Richard pushed
hisway through the swing door. He was preoccupied and would have gone straight through if the
voices hadn't caught his attention. There were a number of workershere, it was already late
enough for the afternoon tea break, and a group of them seemed agitated about something. Not a
wildcat strike, he prayed. Some of them wer e reading newspapers, two and three at atime
looking over one another's shoulders. He recognized one of the men, one of the older

employees who had come over from the original works.
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"Henry, what's happening?"

Henry Lewislooked up and nodded, passing over hisown paper.

"Look at that, sir, enough to curl your hair it is. Just like the war all over again."
SATELLITE BOMB SCARE. Sir Richard scanned the piece quickly.

"Likeaflyingbomb," Henry said. " Hiroshima all over again. Look at this diagram on the next
page, look wherethe bloody bull's-eyeis."

A drawing of Great Britain with a dotted line bisecting it, the satellite'strack. To emphasize the
peril the artist had drawn a great bull's-eye on the center of England and, completely by chance,
the center of the bull was over Cottenham New Town.

"1 wouldn't betoo concerned if | wereyou,"” Sir Richard said, folding the paper calmly and
handing it back. "I think thereis moreimaginative journalism in thisthan rational scientific fact.
Pure guesswork."
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GET 03:25



Colonel Kuznekov's words echoed inside the helmets of the other two pressure suits, as well as
from the wall-mounted speaker in the crew compartment. They answered with silence for no one
could think of athingto say. It was Nadya who spokefirst, relaying, in a professional,
emotionless voice, a message from Mission Control.

"Major Winter, Mission Control wantsyou to comein."
"Tell them to goto hell."

"Hello Mission Control, thisis Prometheus. Major Winter cannot speak to you at this moment.
Yes, that'sright, he's helping Colonel Kuznekov in a survey of the damage. Roger, he will be
with you as soon as he can."

"What did hewant?" Patrick asked.
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"Moreradio contact, and could you rig one of the TV cameras so they could observe usfor
general broadcast.”

" Negative. No circuses for the folks back home, not just now. Kuznekov, stay where you are,
I'm coming out to see for myself."

" Right, Patrick. And bring the oxyacetylene torch with you and the tool pack. | think | know how
to cut that bolt."

"Roger. Herel come."

Patrick clipped the tools and the torch behind him and drew himself through the open doorway,
then snapped a clip on the handhold outside. After that, carefully, he pulled all of the floating
loops of hisumbilicals through the doorway until they hung free, writing slowly in space. Only
then did he unclip and work hisway back along the length of Prometheus, stopping every few
feet to check thetrailing umbilicals to be sure they were not getting tangled or caught. The
bulky toolpack and torch on hisback were weightlessin free fall. When he had almost reached
the end of the umbilicals Kuznekov reached back and seized his hand, pulling him therest of the
way.

"There,” Kuznekov said. " You will see our problem."”

A circle of light appeared, gliding first across the smooth surface of the metal then over the
nuclear motor and the angular forms of the pistons that should have pushed the two spaceships
apart. The nearest ones wer e extended all the way, a gap showing between their ends and the
base of Prometheus. But there, on the far side, was a jumble of twisted metal, half extended
pistons and theintact form of a thick steel rod. Kuznekov kept the light on it.

" Exploding bolt," he said. " Unexploded. An American bolt | am unhappy to report.”

" And those supports and pistons are Soviet," Patrick said in a weary voice. " Theinterface
between the two techniques, the weak spot where one system meetsthe other. Well, we were
warned. Not that it makes much difference now. But—that bolt's at least five meters away. We
can't possibly reach it."

" Perhaps we can rig a pole and attach the torch to the end?"

"We've nothing like that on board, we'd have to improvise. What would be strong enough? And
we would haveto light the torch here and work it over there whileit was burning. Right
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between all that piping and the guts of the atomic engine. |f that'sinjured there goesthe entire
ball game."

"Thereit goesindeed," the Colonel said, shapping open the latches on the tool pack. Inside,
held in clips, were the tools specially designed to work in the cold and vacuum of space, to be
operated by clumsy gloved hands. He drew out the torch. " The very thoughts you have outlined
crossed my mind. The only way to cut that bolt isfor someone to go over there and cut that
bolt."

"We'll have to unship one of the AMUs."

"No timefor that, you said so yourself. So if you'll aid mel'll go over there and cut it. First the
lighter, to be surethetorch isoperating. Wonderful, | turn it off..."

" Colonel Kuznekov, what are you talking about? Your umbilical won't reach over there."

"Obviousdly. So | breathein a good deal of air, disconnect it, do thejob and return. | can hold my
breath three, maybe four minutes. It should be enough. If | black out | count upon you to
reconnect my oxygen in time."

" Stop him!™
"Hecan't, no..."

Theintercom roared with the cries of many voices. " Silence!l" Patrick shouted. " If you have
anything to say speak up by turn. Nadya."

"I ... nothing. You are the commander, you must decide. The bolt must be cut."
" Coretta, Ely? Anyone else?"

It took a moment for anyone to speak, then Ely's voice came over. " There's nothing to say, |
guess. Down here, we'rejust passengers. But isn't there any other way?"

"Negative," Kuznekov said brusquely. " Now we must begin. There's no time to waste."

"Agreed," Patrick said. " Thefirst problem's going to be how to disconnect your suit from the
umbilicals without your losing all your oxygen. If we just unplug it goes whoosh."

"1 have concerned myself over that too and think | see an answer."

The Colonel opened the tool pack and reached in. All of the devices bore little resemblance to
their Earthly counterparts
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because of the unusual conditions of working in space. Small tools could not be held easily in the
thick gloves, nor could fine adjustments be made on them by hand. Nor, when tools were being
used, could gravity be counted upon for help. We do not think of gravity until it isnot there. On
Earth it isa simplething to put a wrench over the head of a bolt, to brace and push and turn it.
Not so in space, in free fall. Without gravity to act as an anchor Newton's third law comesinto its
own. For every action thereis an equal and oppositereaction. If the bit of power drill goesin one
direction, whoever is holding the drill rotatesin the other. Therefore all the toolsfor usein
space wer e power -oper ated from built-in nicad batteries. I nternal flywheels spun in onedirection
to providetorque for toolsrotating in the opposite direction. Adjustments were made by moving
a sizeable lever, actuating a motor to make the adjustment.

Colonel Kuznekov took a wrench from the pack, very much unlike the crescent wrenches and
open-end wrenchesit replaced. The two adjustable jaws were motor driven and could be



adjusted either to open or close, or to stop at an exact preset measurement on the scale.
"What are you going to do with that?" Patrick asked.

"It will be obviousin a moment. The torch now, if you please. | think the tanks would be best
clipped to my back wherethey will not bein the way."

Thetwin tanks were easily secured in place by Patrick, with the flexible hoses passed over the
Colonel's shouldersto the pistol grip of the burning head he held in hishand. A large trigger
turned on the gas flow and when he touched the ignition button on top the nicad batteries
produced a fat spark that ignited the oxygen-acetylene mixture. A lever next to the button
adjusted the mixtureto along needle of fire.

" Step one," Kuznekov said. " Now, Patrick, if you will just hold this burning torch for a moment,
if you please, pointed well away."

The Colonel stopped speaking and began to inhale, slowly and deeply, filling hislungs with
oxygen, hyperventilating, getting the maximum amount of oxygen into his bloodstream that was
possible. Through hisfaceplate, Patrick could see him nod and smile when he had enough. With
a swift motion heraised the power
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wrench close to his chest and clamped it over the umbilicals, actuating the mechanism at the
same time. With geared-down strength the jaws closed, tighter and tighter, clamping down on
the electrical and intercom cables, squashing flat the flexible hose of hisair supply, until it was
clamped shut completely.

"No air flow," Kuznekov whispered, conserving hisbreath. " Torch."

Hetook the burning torch from Patrick's hand. With a single pass he severed the umbilicals,
leaving the stump with the attached wrench dangling from his suit.

Then heturned off thetorch, waved his hand in farewell, and hauled himself over the bottom of
Prometheuswith afirm grip on a metal stanchion.

"What is happening?" The voice sounded in Patrick's ear phones and herealized that the others
could have no idea of what was going on.

" Colonel Kuznekov is going to cut the bolt. He clamped the wrench on his oxygen hose so it
wouldn't leak into space, then cut the umbilicalswith thetorch." Hewasn't thinking clearly,
Patrick realized. The severed umbilical waswrithing in space like a garden hose. But instead of
spouting water it was sending out a shower of frozen crystals.

"Nadya," he called out. " Turn off the Colonel's air at the wall valve. It'sjust being pumped into
space.”

"It isoff," shesaid, and the shining spray slowed and died. " What is happening now?"

"He's halfway there. It's slow going through that maze of hardwar e without a safety line—watch
out!"

Patrick shouted thelast, forgetting that the Colonel was out of communication with hisumbilicals
Severed. Kuznekov was fighting against time, taking chances that, as an experienced space
walker, hewould never normally consider. He must take them now. Thelast yardsto the bolt
wer e acr oss a bar e patch of metal. Up until now he had been moving steadily from handhold to
handhold. Now he gauged the distance—and launched himself towar ds his objective, floating free
in space.



But he could not see what Patrick could. The bulk of the tanks on hisback wasin line with one
of the extended jacks, aiming
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directly for it. Patrick could only watch, horrified, as Kuznekov drifted forward, his hand extended to grab
the length of the unex-ploded bolt.

His tanks struck first and he cartwheeled in space, missing the bolt completely. The force of the impact
swung his booted feet in the opposite direction, samming them into the base of Prometheus. Asthey hit and
rebounded the Colonel grasped at the bolt, but could not touch it.

He was drifting now, out from between the booster rocket and the satellite station, heading towards the
depths of space, with nothing near enough to grab on to.

An inexperienced space walker would have kept on drifting, clutching vainly at the objects that passed just
out of reach, but the Colonel knew better than this. He was aready rotating slowly from the last impact.
Bending over he drew hislegs up to his chest in asingle swift motion, increasing his speed of rotation. Just
as astone on string will spin faster when the string is shortened, so did he rotate faster.

Then he straightened out to his full length, reached out—grabbed the angled brace of one of the jacks.
There were worried questions in his ears and Patrick realized he had been watching the dramain spacein
silent horror.

"It'sfine now. The Colone has had difficulty reaching the bolt but heisalmost to it."
"Hewill be running out of air!" It was Gregor's voice, thick with fear.
"Not yet," Patrick told him. "He's not only hyperventilated but he has oxygen in his suit. He'll makeit."

The Colonel was making it. With afinal swing he reached the bolt and examined it for along moment. Only
then did he swing out as far as he could and attach a clip from his belt to the base of Prometheus. Then,
carefully and methodically, he ignited the torch, adjusted the flame to his liking, reached out and put the
flame to the length of stedl.

"It'sworking, he's cutting it!" Patrick shouted, so loudly that his voice echoed inside the confines of the
helmet and rang in his ears. "It's tough stedl but it's glowing, | can seeit, drops of metal coming off—almost
through—THERE!"
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The end was dramatic indeed. The pressure of all the jacks and hydraulic plungerswas so great
that, before the metal was cut through completely, the bolt snapped. Released at last the metal
arms extended. I n complete silence the two great metal shapes wer e pushed apart. Once started
the motion continued, the core body drifting slowly away from Prometheus.

"It didit, it worked!" Patrick called out. " We have separation. And Kuznekov isall right, he's
unclipping and starting back."

He did not add that the Colonel was obviously in trouble. The minutes had ticked by, one by one,
and his oxygen was finally exhausted. His movements wer e slow, clumsy. He pushed himself
forward, grabbed the stub of the bolt and used thisto accelerate himself towards Patrick. But his
hand slipped as he fumbled his hold, drifting slowly. He shook his head, trying to drive away the
blackness that pressed in on him. Then, with hislast strength and consciousness he planted both
feet on the bolt, waited until he was lined up—then pressed down firmly.

Floating acr oss the bottom of Prometheus, beside the bell-shaped mouth of the atomic engine,
straight towards Patrick. Limp now and barely conscious.



But not straight enough. His hand was out, hanging slackly, hisarm kept in position by the
pressurized fabric of the suit. Patrick seized the lip of metal with hisleft hand, pushed hard,
straightened against the pull of the taut umbilicals, reaching out towards Kuznekov's hand

drifting close.

Close, moving, but not close enough. He gasped with effort as he fought the tug of the umbilical
cables, stretching, fingers extended as far asthey could go.

Silently drifting, Kuznekov's hand went by scant inches from Patrick's groping fingertips. In the
full light of the sun Patrick could see the Colonel's closed eyes, hislined face calm and at ease.

The suited figure drifted by him, arm still extended asif in alast salute, into space and oblivion.
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GET 05:32

Flax was washing down his Maalox with black coffee and it was not doing him any good at all. His
gut rumbled continually and sent out sudden gusts of flame like a volcano about to blow up. Not
only that but the coffee was going right to his bladder and he forgot the last time he had been to
the John so hefelt asif he had a full basket ball down there. But he couldn't leave the console
now.

"Listen, Patrick, we need this." He was pleading and he knew it. " Y ou were out of contact for
almost forty minutesthere, it was only the readouts from the bio-sensorsthat let us even know
you werethereat all. And when Kuznekov cut hisumbilicalsI'll tell you things were hairy down
here. And you haven't had the TV camer as broadcasting more than atotal of fifteen minutesthe
entireflight."

" We have had some problems, Mission Control"

"1 know that—and I'm not making light of them in any way. But the situation here, without going
into many details, demands your aid. We need that broadcast, Patrick—desper ately."

"/ read you, Flax, and Vm getting agreement here. Before we repressurize the flight deck VII give
you a shot out of the hatch. Stand by, Mission Control."

Flax sighed and leaned back, hooking histhumbsinside the front of hisbelt and pulling outward,
relieving some of the pressure on his bladder. Hetook a sip of coffee. He could see the display
below him on the TV monitor console, a breaking up signal and picturethat quickly was put
under control. He switched the pictureto hisown TV screen and switched his phone through to
the network liaison console.

"We have a picture, Bob, what's your status?"

" All networ ks vamping and ready to take our broadcast."

"Tell them to stand by. Sixty seconds."

A light blinked on hisboard and he flipped the switch beside it;

no

the voice sounded in his earphone. " Mr. Flax, | have Mr. Dillwa-ter on thelinefor you..."

"He'll haveto hold."



"But.. ."

"You heard me. I'll get back to him as soon as this broadcast from Prometheusisover. |'m sure
he will understand that." He switched off the voice befor e there could be any response, and
nodded approval asthe picture on his screen steadied and the hatch loomed lar ge, then vanished
and the Earth, as seen from space, appear ed on the screen.

"We'rereceiving a perfect picture, Patrick. Just hold it there please. The networks are standing
by, areyou ready to go?"

" Roger."

" Givethem thesignal," he ordered, and saw himself, small on the screen, from the network
cameratotherear of Mission Control.

" Switching over now to the camera on Prometheus. There, you can seeit now, the Earth from
the open hatch. Major Winter is holding the camera and is moving it now. Over to you,
Prometheus."

"That's Earth as we see it, plenty of cloud. We are now ending our third orbit and, | don't know if
you can make it out through the cloud, but we are going over the Pacific with Peru just coming up,
the air is clear there. Vm going to move the camera . .. just a moment. .. there, you can see the
detached core body. Itsin orbit behind us at a bearing of about fifteen degrees"

Flax pressed one of the buttons on his console. " Kill the sound to the networks, but keep the
picture. Tell them it'satechnical difficulty." He switched back to Prometheus. " Hello,
Prometheus. A good picture, great commentary, Patrick. What I'm saying now is not going out to
the networks. Do you see that spot of light just to the left of the booster ?"

" Affirmative"
"lsit ...?"

" Yes, its Colonel Kuznekov. He's also following usin orbit. And before you ask—the answer is no.
Vm not going to zoom in on his corpse or anything like that."

"Just areport, that'sall | ask."
in

"You've had that already. Vm going to give you about one minute more of thisthen close the hatch
and pressurize. We have work to do."

" Going live again" he sighed and gave the signal.

" The core body will gradually drop behind usin thisorbit until it is brought back to Earth for a soft
landing. In the cabin now, VIl hand the camera to Major Kalinina while | close this hatch. Once
we're pressurized we can begin preparations for orbital firing."

The picture jumped around as the camera was passed over. Flax groaned to himself and
wondered if hisbladder really would burst. A light flickered on and he threw the switch.

"Mr. Dillwater insistson talking with you, Mr. Flax."
" A few moments more."
"He's not waiting. He's gone into Mission Control."

"Damn!" Flax disconnected and turned his chair about. There hewasall right, the dark figure



just entering the upper tier. It had to be him, the only man in Texasin the summer who wore a
dark suit—with a vest. Striding steadily, right up to the console.

"Mr. Flax, your presenceisrequired in the press conference chamber."

"Mr. Dillwater, | wish | could, but as| told you on the phone | can't leave this position now. The
atomic engine..."

"Your assistant controler will take over. | have flown to Houston from Washington for this
conference which | could have done just as well from there. The venueis herefor your benefit. |
realize your worth, Mr. Flax, and commend your attention to duty. But if you do not come with
me now your assistant will take over and you will berelieved of your duties and will no longer be
an employee of NASA. Do | make myself clear ?"

Flax, for thefirst timein hislife, could think of nothing to say. The secondsticked by dumbly and
herealized that there was nothing he could really argue about. Realistically, he could take a
break now asthe flight cabin was repressurized and they removed their suits, he had thetime.

" Spendlove, take over," he said, then took off his headset and threw it onto the console before
him. " I'll come with you, Mr. Dillwater. Only | have to go to the bathroom first."

He heaved himself erect and thought his bladder would explode
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now with the pressure on it. He tried not to waddle when he walked. The men'sroom sign
looked before him like the gates of heaven and he fell against it and pushed it open.

Dillwater was waiting when he came out—wer e his eyebrows elevated ever so slighdy? Maybe
they were, he must have set the world's peeing record, but did not feel he could explain thisto
Dillwater. They went to the elevator.

" Can you brief me?" Flax asked.

"It issimple enough. A New York paper broke a story a few hours ago, thismorning New York
time. Since then all of the media have picked it up, all over theworld, and it's snowballing. Have
you heard about it?"

" Just a couple of words, someone told me who waswatching TV. A crackpot idea about
Prometheusturning into an atom bomb. Insane!”

"| am glad you feel that way, Mr. Flax, but please save your arguments and indignation for the
press. Assoon as he heard the first reports President Bandin sent me hereto arrange a
conference to destroy these rumors before they spread. | have just spent a very uncomfortable
timein a supersonic Air Force plane, so you must excuse me if my temper is short.”

"Who's here? What kind of coverage?"

" Everything and everyone. All the media. We must be on our toesand | look upon you for aid in
every way."

Flax was scared. He did not like big crowds nor did he enjoy being cross-examined by suspicious
journalists. When backed into a corner he tended to squeak like a rat, which everyone enjoyed
but which sapped his morale. He wished he could have a drink before he went on. Therewasthe
bar in the office behind the conference hall. But what would Dillwater think? The hell with what
he thought.

"1'm going into Jack's office for a moment,” he said, turning the knob. Dillwater's eyebrows
arched up.



"Whatever on earth for?"

"For adrink, if you must know."

The eyebrows slowly dropped and a suspicion of a smiletouched the cornersof therigid mouth.
"1 will join you."
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Dillwater had a small dry sherry while Flax poured a half glass of whiskey, diluted it with water,
then drank it straight down. "My God," he said, striking himself lightly on the protruding
stomach with the thumb of his closed fist. " That isgoing to cure or kill me." He belched
cavernously and shuddered. Dillwater finished hislast sip of sherry, tapped hislipswith his
handker chief, and waved to the door. " Into dielion'sden, if you please, Mr. Flax. I'm afraid we
have no choice.”

They camein by the side entrance and were unnoticed for a few seconds. Minford, the PR man,
was behind the podium and fielding the questions. If his sweat-drenched face was any indication,
he had not been having an easy time. Heads turned, one by one, as they crossed the front of the
hall and the cameras began to click. Minford had the expression of a man just saved from the
lion pit asthey came forward.

"Now if you would please hold those questions for a moment or two you will be able to ask the
people who are completely in the picture. Mr. Simon Dillwater you all know. He hasjust jetted
down herefrom Washington to give you a full report. With him is Dr. Flax who has been in the
hot spot at Mission Control ever since takeoff, and has been in contact with the astronauts all of
that time. Will you please address your questionstothem___ "

Hands, pencils and pads wer e being waved; there wer e hoar se shouts for attention. Minford
looked them over quickly, and pointed to the Science Editor of the LA Times. They had worked
together for years and he might just be a little more sympathetic.

"Dr. Flax, just what isthe situation in space at this moment?"

Flax relaxed, ever so slightly, no trouble here. " Separation has been achieved as you know. At
the present time the crew isre-pressurizing the flight cabin so they can work in shirtsleeve
environment again. The program now callsfor the check-out of the nuclear enginein the lower
compartment, the engine which will

now befired to lift Prometheustoitsfinal orbit " Handswere

waving again and Minford stabbed hisfinger at the nearest.

"What about the core body, the last booster still therein orbit? If it fell couldn't it cause
immense destruction? As much as an atomic bomb?" They were silent now, waiting for his
answer. Flax spoke slowly, counting off the major pointson hisfingers.
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" Firsdy, nothing can 'fair from orbit, despite what you might have heard. Thislast booster, like
the previousfive, will beinserted into a proper descent orbit and soft-landed just asthe others
wer e. Secondly, if anything wereto go wrong, though thisis unimaginable, the wor st that would
happen would be the destruction of the booster by combustion in the atmosphere

"1f a malfunction isunimaginable,” avoice called out loudly, "what do you call the failure of the
core body engines and the failure to separate?”

Flax was beginning to sweat heavily. " Perhaps| chose the wrong term. We can imagine an



uncontrolled landing, in which case the booster would burn up."
"It couldn't hit a city, explode?"

"Impossible. Thousands of rockets have been launched, all of them with disposable stages. All of
these have burnt up on reentry and none have ever caused the slightest damage."

One man had been calling for attention since the interview had begun and Minford could ignore
him nolonger. " Mr. Redditch," he said.

The Newsweek correspondent was one of the senior men present, well known to all the
reporters. They quieted, waiting for his questions, knowing he could speak for most of them.

"| appreciate your arguments, Dr. Flax," Redditch said. " But aren't you referring to far smaller
booster s than this one?"

" Possibly. But the scaleisn't that great."

"lsn't it?" Therewasfrank unbelief in Redditch's voice. " Thistype of booster isbigger than any
other, and Prometheusis many times bigger than the booster. Isthat not correct?"

"Yes, but..."

" So forget the booster for the moment. What would happen if Prometheusitself sslammed back to
the Earth? Wouldn't it make one hell of a holein the ground?"

" But Prometheusis not going to return to Earth.” Flax could feel the sweat trickling down inside
hisshirt. " It'salready in orbit and will soon befiring its engine and going into higher orbit."

"lsn't it in now what is called a decaying orbit? Isit not true that if the engine does not fire soon
that the entire satellite itself could plummet back to Earth after contact with the atmosphere?
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Isit not true that this decaying orbit will not last more than eighteen hours more?"

Flax did not know what to say. Wher e had he gotten those figures? Someone had talked—they
were NASA's own figures. What the hell could be done?

Dillwater saved his bacon. Cool and calm as always he coughed into the microphone and nodded
in Redditch's direction.

" There has been too much loose talk today," he said. " Unfounded speculation by a certain
irresponsible minority. You gentlemen of the press are absolutely correct in your attitude, in
your questions. You have heard these speculations and you wish to know about them. To
determinethetruth, if thereisany truth, to lay to rest rootless and absurd speculations,
dangerous speculation | might say, if that be the case. You are not gossip mongers, but
representatives of a free press dedicated to telling the truth...."

"Well, could we have some?" Redditch said, unimpressed. " My question still stands. If, at the
end of the sixteen-hour period, Prometheus hits the atmosphere—what is going to happen?"

"Nothing. Because Prometheusis not going to do that. Aswe aretalking here the fusion engine
isbeing tested and will soon be building up thrust. There have been difficulties and they have
been surmounted. We are on our way."

Oh, baby, you had better beright, Flax thought. You had better bevery, very right. Hisfingers
crept out, unseen by the newsmen, to the back of the podium, where he knocked, ever so lighdy,
on wood.
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GET 05:39

"It lookslikeit belongsin a submarine,” Coretta said, looking down at the round hatch with a
handwheel in its center that was set into the floor of the crew compartment. " It serves the same
function," Patrick said, turning hard on the
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wheel. Ely had anchored himself and was holding Patrick's legs, giving him something he could
thrust against. " Right now there'sjust space on the other side of this hatch. The crew
compartment and flight deck of Prometheus are a single unit designed to be gjected in an

emer gency. We sort of shoot out sideways propelled by rockets. Since we didn't € ect we can
now hook up with NTECS, the Nuclear Tug Engine Control Station which isbehind us. The
engineroom. I'm pulling up aretracted tube now that will seal against the other side here.
There! Your turn, Ely. Usethewrench to take all the sealing nuts off."

It was not easy work. In afew minutes Ely was muttering with exasperation. " Why the devil does
it have to be dogged down so hard?" he said, wrestling the wrench to the next stud.

"You know why," Patrick said, carefully putting the removed nut with the othersin the plastic
bag hanging from his belt. " There's hard vacuum out there. Any leak would evacuate the engine
room and we'd have to operatein suits. But if the pressurereadoutsare finewe can doit in
shirtsleeves—which is much easier."

Ely fitted the jaws over thelast nut and tripped the switch. The flywheel spun and the nut came
free. But hedid not kill the motor quickly enough as he lifted the wrench off, so the nut was
propelled violendy across the compartment to clang loudly into alocker door. The thin metal
dented and rebounded, slinging the steel nut back with a good deal of its energy still remaining.
It struck Nadya in the leg and she shouted with pain.

"Ely, you stupid ..." Patrick broke off the shout and called to Coretta who wasin the flight cabin
above. " Coretta, down here at once!"

He shoved Ely aside rudely, in fact using the other man's shoulder to launch himself acrossthe
compartment. Nadya was floating in a small circle, holding her wounded calf in both hands as the
blood seeped through the fabric. Patrick reached her, pulled her down towards the couch.

"It'snot much,"” shesaid. " | wasjust surprised at the suddenness..."
"Let'sseeit."

He clipped her to the couch and took the clasp knife from the
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pocket on hisleg, then carefully dlit the fabric of her suit. The wound was bleeding freely but did
not look bad. Coretta floated next to him, the first-aid box ready in her hands.

"Let meseethat," shesaid, pressing a sterile pad over the cut. " It'snot big at all, won't even
need stitches. | think a butterfly here will do. Will you hold the box please, Patrick."

She worked swifdy, professionally. Patrick turned and looked at the other two men, Ely
shame-faced and hangdog, Gregor shocked at the suddenness of the accident.

" Listen to me carefully, all of you," Patrick said. " You have just seen an accident. It didn't
amount to much—nbut it might have been fatal. We have alr eady had one death on this mission.
Colonel Kuznekov died to correct someone's error, someone back on Earth. Malfunctionsdo



not happen by chancein space. They are caused by human mistakes, things people have done
wrong or dowrong. | want an end to it. We cannot afford any moretrouble, do you under stand?
We have only one thing to do now, nothing else matters. We have to get that enginefired up. So
you will all stay here, clipped to your bunks. It may be uncomfortable for a while—but you'll be
out of theway. And that includesyou, Ely."

"Butl .."

" Shut up. We have no time for explanations or recriminations or even any goddamn

conver sation. Shut up and stay that way. Every one of you. I'm going to take off that hatch and
stow it. I'm going to go through the tube to the bottom end and remove the hatch there. When
I'vedonethat I'll plugin my intercom and call you. You'll join me, Ely, and we'll start the engine.
Therest of you will stand by herein caseyou're needed."

Hewasirritable and abrupt and knew he should be more politic. But he wastoo tired to make
the effort, too singleminded about what he knew had to be done. Nadya was an experienced
cosmonaut. Even while he had been speaking she had clipped Coretta to the couch beside her
and was sitting quietly waiting for further instructions. Coretta was finishing bandaging the
wound—~but she had heard. Ely was livid with rage, yet he kept his mouth shut. Fine. Only
Gregor was out of it, turning away sullenly. He was car go, useless, in the way and with nothing to
do. Well hewould
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just haveto stay that way until they werein orbit and he could get on with hisjob.

Patrick lifted the hatch cover and stowed it in its clips against the bulkhead. Then, with the
wrench clipped to his belt, he floated headfirst into thetunnel. It waslittle wider than his
shoulders and claustrophobic. If helet himself givein he could feel the walls pressing against
him, his breath growing shorter and shorter. He kicked away the sensation, knowing he felt this
tension, thisincipient claustrophobia, only when he was very tired. Like now. How long had it
been since he had slept? He had lost track with the seemingly endless holds. A day or more at
least. Best not to think about it. The hatch cover that he was drifting towards, that was what was
important. He bent hisarm as his outstretched fingerstouched it, slowing his movement to a
stop. He clipped to the nearest ring and swung up the wrench. He was working in his own
shadow from the single bulb behind him. Another wonderful bit of applied technology, but he
could see well enough to remove the nuts one by one. Slowly. Stop wrench. Nut into the bag. The
next one. The hatch floated free and he turned its oval shape sideways so he could push it ahead
of him into the engine compartment. When it was safely stowed in the clips he plugged in his
intercom.

" Ely, down herewith me."

The nuclear physicist floated out of the tube and neatly checked himself on a handhold, swinging
about. They were all getting morefacilein freefall, after afew hoursin space. Ely smiled,
despite himself.

"What alovely machine. Look at that thing, seven million bucksworth of fission reactor powered
by a small fortunein uranium dust."

The engineitself wasinvisible, outside in space, beyond the hydrogen tank and the 25-ton
biological shield that would protect them from itsradiation when it was operating. All that was
seen inside NTECS was the complex control station with its many readouts. Ely pushed over to
it, smiling happily, and strapped into the chair facing the console.

"Now let'sfirethisthing up and get it operational as soon as possible."

When he touched the proximity switch the controls cameto life.
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He ordered the computer to display the starting sequence on one screen while the main screen lit up with
the many-colored schematic diagram that showed the status of all the valves and control circuits. Ely ran
through them all very quickly, then turned off the safety inhibit. One by one he went down the list.
Propellent status showed the hydrogen tank full. Start-up system motors and valves ready, nozzle throttles
closed, heat exchanger operational, pipes purged...

Patrick watched in silence until Ely went through the last display of the neon-closed loop, then settled back,
satisfied. He made a thumbs-up sign to Patrick.

"And that takes care of the check-list. All in the green, A-OK, oh-chio gay. Plug into Mission Control and
tell them we are ready to fire when they are." He looked at the GET readout on the wall. "09:16 and they
gave us about twenty-four hoursin this orbit before things warmed up. Fourteen hours and forty-four
minutes to go, which is not very much time. Tell them we'rein a hurry and have an orbit to catch.”

21

get 05:45

Academician A. A. Tsander was an old man and well aware of it. He looked the picture of the frail
octogenarian, with hiswispy white beard and crown of floating hair. Never alarge man, he had been bent
by age so that he walked now with a perpetual stoop that forced him to bend his head back to look up at
people. Y et he was neither as weak nor asfrail as he appeared, as many had discovered through the years.
Reaching his now exalted rank in the Academy of Sciences had taken agood deal of scientific skill—as
well as awicked talent for political infighting. He was liberally endowed with both, but he was eighty-three
and knew it, so he husbanded his energy for the times it would be needed.

He was asleep now, lying on his back on the leather couchin his
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office, hislong white fingers laced together on his chest. His breathing was so unnoticeable that he could
have been a corpse. Y et, deeply adeep as he was, his eyes opened instantly when the doorknob turned
silently and abeam of light came into the room.

"What timeisit?' he asked.
"Almost midnight, Academician. The American colonedl is here, you asked that you . .."

"Of course. | will be down." Three hours' sleep, more than enough preparation for what was sure to be a
long night ahead. He poured some water into the basin from the jug, bathed his face and hands then dried
them. Then he lighted a papirossi, one of the thin cigarettes he favored, more paper than tobacco, shoved
the rest of the package in his pocket and went out. The halls in the office floors were dark and quiet and he
walked through them slowly, gathering strength. He had a feeling he would need it.

Inside the Ground Command Control Center there was light and sound in direct contrast to the dark halls
and tiny bulbsin the rest of the building. Here was the beating heart of Kapustin Y ar, the central command
to which all inputs fed, from which radiated all commands. Standing at the rear of the great room, Colonel
O'Brian was very happy to be there. This entire area had been Top Secret for generations, mentioned only
in CIA reports, and then in only general terms. GCCT in KY —the Soviets were as fond of alphabet names
as the Americans were—the center of ICBM and satellite launches. Well the ICBM controls were gone
now, where he didn't care, though the CIA probably knew. What was left were the satellite controls which
were now being used to land the Prometheus boosters. And, since this was a joint Soviet-American project,
it was necessary to have liaison and at |east one observer here.

How the Soviets had wriggled and twisted over that one! How responsibility had been passed higher and
higher, until the Communist Party Central Committee had finally inherited the buck, since it had nowhere



elseto go. Back, after along time, had come areluctant yes. Arriving, the very next day, was Colonel
O'Brian who had been waiting for years for just this opportunity.

It had been abit of aletdown, most of the Soviety secrecy being just bad habit as always. There wasn't
anything done here that
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wasn't done in Houston. Only better. Yet it wasinteresting to see how they did it becauseit told
him alot about the operation of their ICBMs. O'Brian was not a cold warrior, but hewas still in
the Army and the more he learned the better it wasfor his side. He was the new kind of officer,
with degreesin mathematics and physics. But he was still an officer. He held the briefcase under
hisarm and looked around at the now familiar consoles and general bustle. Not the world's most
moder n setup, but it worked, it worked very well indeed.

" Arethose the promised figures?" a deep chesty voice asked in Russian.

"They areindeed, sir,” O'Brian answered in the same language, completely fluent. He turned
and saluted the massive form of Lieutenant-General V. F. Bykovsky, the man in charge of it all.
Bykovsky returned the salute with an airy wave of his hand, looking relaxed and a little dull.
O'Brian was not fooled in the slightest. The general was chairman of CEUS, an outgrowth of
ICIC—Commission for Exploration and Utilization of Space of the Permanent | nter departmental
Commission on Interplanetary Communications. This made him top man of all Soviet space
activities, responsible only to the Central Committee. A very big man indeed. O'Brian opened
his case and took out a thick ream of paper. " All of the latest orbital data, observed up to an
hour ago, calculated for the next three orbits," he said.

"Very good," General Bykovsky said, holding out his hand.

"Not very good, but excellent,” Academician Tsander said, coming up behind them. " We will
need them to refine our own orbit."

He came only as high asthe shoulders of the two big military officer—but height was not what
counted here. Responsibility was. The booster landings wer e his responsibility. The paperswere
his. He glanced through them as he shuffled away, muttering to himself.

"What do you plan to do with the core body bogsger?" O'Brian asked, casually. Bykovsky'slips
smiled slightly at tie question; hisnarrow Tartar eyesdid not.

"Why land it of course, Colonel, Isn't that what we are here to do?"
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" Absolutely, General. But you are surely awar e that there have been some troubles with
ignition. The mor e excitable sections of the world press are beginning to kick up a stink about
possible impact landings."

Tsander reappeared, cigarette dangling from hislips, white hair floating behind him. The file of
papersunder hisarm far thicker now. " Gentlemen, we must talk,” he said. " Could we use your
office, Valery Fyodorovich?"

" Of course," Bykovsky said, pointing the way, knowing full well what the Academician had in
mind. His office was wired and bugged and every word would be recorded for later study. There
could be no secret arrangements, or later accusations of secret arrangements of anything
discussed there. It was no accident that Tsander had reached his advanced age and high degree
without coming to harm.

" Be seated, gentlemen, vodka of course."



Tsander waved it away with his hand but O'Brian accepted with pleasure. He knew just how
much of thiswhite lightning he could drink to keep sharp, and never had a drop more. It was
Polish vodka, flavored with the buffalo grass, the kind he enjoyed.

" Zdarorvyar Bykovsky said and they downed the small glasses which he instantly refilled. " What
isthe matter under discussion, Academician?"

"You know perfectly well what it is. Landing that last booster. What | want to know from you,
now, isdo we do it unilaterally or is Colonel O'Brian to be represented in the discussions?"

Bykovsky sighed inwardly as he downed another vodka, thinking of all the microphonesin this
room and all of the earsthat would be listening to this conver sation soon. It was a good thing
that he had consider ed this possible contingency ever since the trouble had begun, and a number
of phone calls had resulted finally in a decision from above. He was cover ed.

"The answer isobvious," he said. (Hours of continuous phoning—obvious!) " Of coursethisisa
joint project in every way. The orbital figuresthe Colonel has brought will be invaluable. But
naturally he has no responsibility in the actual landing of the booster. Isthat satisfactory?"

That way they can have their cake and eat it too, O'Brian
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thought, sipping the next vodka and showing no expression at all. If the landing is faultless—then they did it
aone. If there's trouble the responsibility is shared and they can blame the US figures for the trouble if need
be. The Soviet mind. It made Pentagon politics look like cat's cradle. Finally, he nodded his head.

"Thenitisdecided,” Tsander said with finality. "Here is our problem. Earlier attempts to obtain ignition on
the core body were not successful. It appears that engine threeisin difficulty and it has been isolated.
Engine one has, we hope, also been isolated to obtain balanced thrust with the two remaining, opposed
engines. Y et these would not fire at all.”

"What about the attitude engines?' O'Brian asked.

"They have not been tested yet, nor will they be until decision has been reached as to how we areto
proceed. A big concernis also the remaining fuel in the booster. It is approximately twenty-four percent of

total capacity.”
"That would be—how much?' Bykovsky asked.

O'Brian had been tapping quickly on his calculator. "About six hundred thousand kilos," he said. "Hydrogen
and oxygen. The most explosive chemical combination that can be used for fuel.”

"I'm aware of that," Bykovsky said, tonelessly. "Please go on, Tsander."

"| said the fuel was a big concern, but not one that should worry us unduly. A good percentage will be used
in the landing and my people assure me that the balance represents no threat. It will boil off harmlessly
after landing. If we can fire the engines and bring the booster in under control. Please take note of that if.
We must be prepared for the fact that we may not be able to fire the engines under precise control."

O'Brian nodded. "Y es, you may be asking alot of acontrol system that has failed twice and now appears to
be inoperative?' O'Brian said.

"Perhaps. But we have programmed around the earlier difficulty and should have direct digital control of the
firing now. Y ou must realize that our only other choice isto do nothing so that in afew hours the orbit will
terminate and the booster will be destroyed.”

"Will it?* O'Brian asked, quietly.
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"Ah, yes, Colonel,” Tsander said, blinking at him through deceptively mild eyes. " You are of
coursereferring to the pressreports. Rubbish written by people with no knowledge of physics or
orbitsor science at all. This booster would be incapable of supporting its own weight if it were
not pressurized. It isatin can with the thinnest of walls—that now contains a good deal of high
explosive as you pointed out. It would burn nicely in the atmosphere, quite spectacularly |
assureyou. But it isalso a very expensive machine and the heart of the Prometheus Program is
our ability to reuse the boosters. Without this capacity we would never succeed. We would also
like to examine the engines and cir cuitry to discover what the difficulties were, so they will not
be repeated.”

" All good reasons,"” O'Brian said, nodding. " But | also bet you would not like to be responsible
for blowing a great big hole in the landscape somewher e and maybe taking some citizens out at
the same time."

Tsander finished lighting a fresh cigarette and nodded benevolently. " Spoken in your
straightforward American way. Yes, that isthe crux of the matter. Wouldn't you agree,
General?"

" Of course," Bykovsky said. He paced thefloor like a caged bear, hands behind his back,
thinking hard. " It comes down then to two possible cour ses of action. We do nothing and watch
the booster burn up, with the very remote possibility that there might be an impact afterwards.
Or we attempt ignition and bring it down under control. Isn't thereathird possibility—that if we
do haveignition we just send the thing into a higher orbit for future consideration?"

" Possible, but self-defeating. If we do that we admit some possibility of danger, admit aswell that
we cannot control our own machines and shoot them out into space when they give ustrouble.”

"Thingsthat we do not want to admit, Academician. Therefore we really have only two choices.
Do nothing and watch it burn. Do something and perhaps bring it back intact. Or, if we fail, watch
it burnin any case."

"My thoughts exactly, General," Tsander said. " Inaction destroysthe booster. Action may also
destroy it—or it may be brought back for a soft landing which would be invaluable.”
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"Then the answer seems obvious, wouldn't you say so, Colonel?" the General turned to face
O'Brian, his head tilted slighdy as though waiting expectantly for an answer.

"1 would be tempted to agree,” O'Brian said, slowly. " Either way the booster burns up, though
one way may get it back. | cannot advise you, since obviously | am just an observer here, but you
seem to have a decision on your hands."

Tsander's eyes opened wide as he considered O'Brian's comments. " | love the unqualified
gualification of your unqualified remarks," he said dryly. " If you leave the military you have
endless possibilitiesin palitics, Colonel.”

O'Brian made a slight bow and smiled. Then it was all seriousness again.
"Timeisrunning out, General," Tsander said. " Do we have a decision | can act on?"

"It seemsto methat the decision has been forced upon us. We must do what we can doto bring
the booster down intact. Begin retrieval program."

There waslitde to be added. Tsander looked on while the others downed a last vodka, then they
returned to the Ground Command Control Center. O'Brian had an office here, specially
constructed for hisliaison work. It was in one corner, glassed in, with readouts from most of the



consoles that were grouped outside. He had a staff of six, all sergeants, and one of them was on
duty here at all times. Discipline was very loose and Sergeant Silverstein just gave him a
thumbs-up when he entered—and instantly typed the fact of his presence into the teletype at
which he sat. It chattered back in return.

" They have been eagerly awaiting your presence, Colonel,” Silverstein said. " Washington and
Houston want to know soonest status Soviet opinion re or bital soft landing capacity cor e body
booster."

"You mean they want to know what's going to happen to the damn thing?"
"That's about the size of it."

" Report that attempt isnow being made for complete soft landing retrieval through orbital
accelerating and braking. Details follow."
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The teletype hammered again while O'Brian plugged into the communication circuits. The
computer outside wasin direct contact with the smaller computer aboard the booster, asking
guestions and getting answers. The attitude of the booster was most important; which way the
nose was pointing, up or down, at the starsor at the Earth wasthefirst consideration. Sincethe
faulted staging from Prometheus the cor e body had turned and was no longer in the correct
attitude for acceleration into a new orbit. The maneuvering rockets would have to be fired to
adjust the attitude. Thiswould be thefirst test of their ability to control the great rocket, hurtling
along in orbit eighty-five miles above their heads.

"Begin program,” Academician Tsander said calmly, when everything possible had been done.
"Rolling."

It took some minutes for all of the data to be correlated and when it had been there was
jubilation in the high chamber.

"The Russkies seem happy, Colonel," Silverstein said.

"They're halfway home, Sergeant, you can report that orbital maneuver appearsto be successful.
Booster in correct attitude for firing of main rockets. // they fire—and don't send that last."

" Gotcha, sir."

Thiswas the big burn and almost two hour s passed before the program and responses appear ed
to be satisfactory. The faulty engine and its opposed engine should be shut down now. The
original failure should have been bypassed. The fault that had prevented firing from Prometheus
should have been corrected. It should fire correctly.

Thereare an awful lot of shoulds here, O'Brian thought, and was very glad indeed that thiswas
not hisdecision. He poured coffee from the ther mos and watched the countdown clock asit was
set in motion. Here it goes, he thought, here it goes.

The count reached zero and theradio signal flashed out to the waiting receiver in the booster
above. Unseen switches were thrown, the report of the monitors sent back instantly.

"We haveignition!"

Therewas controlled jubilation. A big success, for they had started the engines when the
Prometheus team could not. So much
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for American engineering. These were Soviet boosters and they took well to Soviet control.

Then a needle snapped over, then another. The computer readout chattered and columns of
figures appeared on the blank pages.

"Thereistrouble."

"Firing has becomeerratic."

" Shut down!"

" Firing continues. Firing cannot be terminated."
O'Brian spun about and shouted to Silverstein.

"Top priority. Ignition trouble on booster. Erratic firing. It appearsto be out of control. More
follows."

"Isthisbad, sir?" Silverstein asked, his fingers busy on the keys while he spoke.

"It'snot very good, that'sfor certain. Just how bad it iswe're going to find out very soon."

GET 07:20—COTTENHAM NEW TOWN

What could she do, ohh, what could she do, Irene wondered despairingly. Yesterday evening
Henry had settled himself at the kitchen table and written to the boarding house in Blackpool
wher e they had stayed the last two summers. His holiday dates for the coming year had just been
fixed and he waswriting well in advance to reserve the same rooms again. He had given her the
letter to post but it still sat on the mantelpiece resting against the china Blackpool Tower, fond
memory of the city it was addressed to. But dare she post it? Just this morning, running short of
money for the Sunday joint, she had taken the last penny out of the Post Office account. The
last—she couldn't believe it. But it was all gone, every bit of it. Instead of the pounds and
pounds that should have been there for the Christmas presents and next summer holiday there
was nothing at all. Henry would find out, he had to find out sooner or later, and what would she
do then?
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Seizing her apron she pressed it to her face and sobbed, rocking back and forth in quiet agony. What could
she do, what could she do?

Judy and May did not know of their mother's worries. If they had they might have cared, but not for long.
Their lives contained far smpler problems: getting good enough marksin school without working too hard,
getting new clothes, new shoes, things that were directly related to their new, sudden overwhelming interest
in boys—creatures considered as filthy pigs best avoided until afew short months ago.

Henry Lewis's body was tense, taut, his toes against the hockey, hisright arm raised, hisleft eye
half-closed. With grim intensity, backed by years of practice and experience, he sighted along the steel
point, drew his arm back—and let the dart fly. Bloody hell! A fraction outside the double seven that would
have won the game.

"Well played, Henry!"

"At least you missed t'lav door."



Hetook along swig from his pint of mild and said nothing, outwardly unmoved by the comments. He wasn't
shaken, just annoyed. Should have been in. But he would have another chance, Alf wouldn't be ableto go
out yet. The glass ran dry and hetook it to the bar for arefill. George was polishing a glass and keeping an
eyeon thetelly at the same time. Henry pushed the empty pint over to him.

"Rooshins got trouble with that rocket, announcer said." George pumped in a bubbling stream, then topped it
with the whitest of collars.

"Waste of money if you ask me."

Alf had missed so he would have his chance after all. Do it thistime. Henry turned back to the game,
determination in his step.

"Could be dangerous, that's what paper said."
"Nawt to do with us, nawt at all," Henry said, putting the glass on the table and turning to do battle.

For Giles Tanner the warm evening held no attractions. He had been up since four that morning and he was
bone weary. Running the farm was tiring enough at any time, but this summer it was
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exhausting. The days were too long, there was too much to do. Once the rains had stopped and the corn
had dried he had to get it in. And his son down with the flu as well, he couldn't blame him for that, though it
couldn't have come at aworse time. A whack of the stick brought the erring cow back to the path, behind
the others towards the barn. Here he was doing the milking that Will should have done long since. He had
to break off the reaping and do two men's work, and even with the milking machinesit was alabor. Then
afterwards back to the field and the waiting tractor and the reaping. It was a bastard, it really was a
bastard. The stick lashed out again, with no reason this time, and the cow jumped forward with a mournful
MOO.

Gileslooked up before he followed them into the barn. A quiet evening, the sky was clear, there didn't seem
tobeany raininit. Thank God for that, at least he could get the corn in. The first star twinkled low on the
western horizon. That late already. He grunted and went into the barn, closing the door behind him.

Andrew saw the star and looked at his watch. Time to go. He didn't want to get to the plant early and wait
outside the entrance, nor did he want to keep Sir Richard waiting. He drained the last drops of whiskey and
sighed happily. Straight malt, the very best. Then he wiped the decanter and put it away. The metal cup
went into the glove compartment and, with a single turnover, the engine caught instantly. A wonderful
beast, the Ralls. He engaged gear and rolled down the hill towards the plant. It was adull life but a happy
one.

Sir Richard turned off the recuraer and threw the unanswered letters back into the basket. They could wait
until tomorrow. He yawned and stretched, then pulled up histie and buttoned his collar. Only after he had
dlipped hisjacket on and had started towards the door did a litde needle of doubt pierce him. Did he really
have to take his briefcase home every night? Reason tonight anyway. He hadn't looked at the new
estimates on their bulk chemica and they came up at the eleven o'clock meeting tomorrow morning.

He grabbed the bag, turned off the light and went to the front
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entrance. The night watchman, bent over his desk at the night
book, stood up when he came by.

"I'll just unlock the door, Sir Richard. Lovely evening, sir."

"The weather's been good lately, hasn't it? Good-night.”



The car was waiting and Andrew was holding the door open. It
was indeed alovely evening and he stopped a moment to savor it,
looking up at the last sunset colorsin the sky.

The last booster was alone. Earth was far below, the men who had built it were distant—but the men who
wished to control it still had contact. They had been talking to it for hours, their invisible messages picked up
by the loops and lattices of the aerids. Fed into the solid state circuits of the computer, the unliving brain of
this creature in space. This brain had communicated with the greater computer brain on Earth and had
answered questions in exhaustive detail. And finally had received orders. The orders were simple and easy
to obey. Small jets of compressed gas had puffed out from their nozzles on the metal flank, had rotated the
great mass while it sped along in orbit. Moved and stopped it when the computers and their masters were
satisfied.

Now it awaited the final order. The signal that would begin the final operation.

It came. A coded burst of radio waves. Picked up by the aerials, relayed through the communication
circuits to the computer that issued its commands. Electric currents moved through wires and relays were
thrown, switches clicked over, valves opened. Pumps whirled up to speed and hurled the hydrogen fuel
through the orifices into the motors, where it met the oxygen that it needed to burn. Ignition. A spark—and
the flame burst out in atongue of fire hundreds of yardslong.

One engine stuttered, of the two that were firing. The flame went off, came on again, stopped a second
time, clouds of unburnt particles gushing forth. The other motor roared on for some seconds before the first
one started again, firing now with its full-throated flame to match its companion. Pushing evenly together to
raise the acceleration, the speed, higher and higher.

But they were not supposed to be firing now. A short burn had
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been programmed to start the core body in orbit downwards towards the empty Russian steppes where the
engines could be fired one last timeto slow it and bring it down for a soft landing.

Thiswas not going to happen. The continuous firing brought the rocket into the atmosphere, sooner, faster,
the acceleration climbing until the engines stuttered and were silent, out of fuel.

Within seconds the force of the atmosphere struck it and heated it, the molecules of air impacted by the
metal rushing downwards at five miles a second. The fittings on its end, the jacks and arms, glowed red,
then white, then were torn away in droplets of molten metal. The pressure was uneven and the great rocket
wobbled, was buffeted by the thin atmosphere, began to turn.

It had been designed that way, to be stable nose up upon takeoff, stern down for landing. With ponderous
ease it turned end for end so that the great plug nozzle of the engines came first. This was made of ablative
material and intended to resist the heat of reentry. But not this speed, not this heat. It glowed, hotter and
hotter, then began to break away in burning fragments. Short moments later the entire structure of the
rocket began to disintegrate.

Too late. It was going too fast. The incandescent mass of fire and metal punched a hole through the
atmosphere, through the clouds.

Towards the Earth, towards the growing, expanding landscape below.

A last look at the evening sky for Sir Richard, alast breath of the evening air. The first stars on the horizon,
astar above, amost directly above, a shooting star perhaps.

Not agtar, alight, aflame, one moment a point, then a disc, then an unbelievabl e flame-shedding spear
pointed directly at him, dropping to impale him.



For an instant his horrified face was bathed by the red glow, the grounds, the building, all illuminated as by
the light of aterrible red dawn.

Then it struck.

Six hundred tons of rocket struck the Earth at five milesa
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second and turned this frightful speed into energy, heat energy that exploded outward with the force of an
atomic bomb. One moment the plant, the towering flats of Cottenham New Town, the Library Gardens, the
shops, the pubs, were standing there. The next instant they were not.

Buildings, bricks, bodies, trees, furniture, cars, everything was destroyed in a fraction of a second, vaporized
in the heat, torn apart and wiped from existence. Half the town and all the factory went in the first
explosion. The rest followed so closely behind that there was no time, no warning. Perhaps some were
momentarily aware of the incredible sound of impact and the light that followed; perhaps afew knew that
something impossible had happened and had the beginning of a burst of fear that was destroyed before it
could be formed.

After the explosion came the shock wave. The air, compressed far beyond its capacity to absorb more
energy passed on its tremendous charge an instant later, an expanding canopy of death that radiated in all
directions. It passed through aflight of birds amile away and, unmarked, they all fell dead from the sky.

On the ground it was arolling barrage of invisible guns that lifted up the ground, the trees and hedges, the
plants and animals and buildings and obliterated them, pulverized them as it passed. It ran over the Tanner
farm and mixed man, cow, milk, machine into a hideous jumble, exploded the house of Giles wife and son
the same instant.

The dart was never thrown, the game never finished, the holiday plans left unfulfilled. Irene would have to
worry no more about her Post Office account. There would certainly be no Blackpool this year.

There would be no life, no future, no existence for twenty thousand nine hundred and thirty-one men,
women and children. Where this town and al its bustling life had been there was now only a seared
wasteland, a desert of death in England's green countryside, decently concealed for the moment beneath
the shroud of dust and smoke that hid the horror below.
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GET 07:52

President Bandin wasin thetoilet, in his own private toilet when someone pounded on the door.
He burst out seconds later, holding the towel, his hands still wet, firein his eye. Bannerman was
standing there, white faced, almost trembling. Thisin itself was enough to stop Bandin, who
never in hislife had expected to seethat leathery skin drained of blood, the man suddenly asold
as hisyears, older. The words came quickly.

"My God," wasall that Bandin could say, in a hoar se whisper, not even knowing that he spoke,
slumped against the open bathroom door with the forgotten towel clutched in his hand.

"My God, oh my God...."

It took seconds, then minutes, then almost an hour to find out what happened in any detail.
Colonel O'Brian, the silent witness at Ground Command Control, in Kapustin Yar, knew that
something had gone completely wrong at the precise moment the con-trolersdid. He had the
same readouts before him, the same infor mation. Hisfists tensed, tighter and tighter, as he saw



thefirst erratic firing, then the continuous firing—then the change in orbit. The new orbit could
not be measured quickly or easily and he was awar e of the growing panic, the hysteriain the
voices calling to each other and he wasto verify thisin many secret interrogationsin the coming
months. But right now all he could do was watch.

Asthefiguresflowed in the computer worked out an orbit. An unbelievable one. Slowly the
voices died away and all sound ceased as the orbit was plotted on the screen. Changing, turning,
downward, accelerating. With their mind's eye they could see the danger growing unbelievably
before them, watch enacted out minutes after the tragedy the last flight of the core booster of
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Prometheus One. Watch until the utterly incomprehensible moment when the orbit, the path of
the booster in space, ended.

The computer, which had been printing out the rows of figures, cameto the end of itsinformation
and fell silent. The chattering of the printer stopped at the same moment. The silence was
absolute.

" Send this!" O'Brian ordered, and was surprised at the roughnessin hisvoice. Silverstein
looked up at him, taken unaware, for he did not know one word of Russian and even less of
space technology, and had not the slightest idea of what had gonewrong. " Top priority, and |
mean top. For the President. Core booster malfunction. Appearsto have impacted the Earth.
Siteunknown." He scrabbled in the papers before him and made some quick calculations. 'First
estimate would be area fifty-two degrees north latitude, zero degrees longitude."

"Whereisthat, Colonel? Whereisit?" The sergeant was beginning to have some realization of
what was happening.

"Zerolongitude? Greenwich, England ..."

They looked at each other in mutually shared horror. They both knew England well. Knew how
crowded with people that island was. Silverstein slowly tapped out the information that O'Brian
gave him, but knew thiswas only the outline of the tragedy. When there was nothing more to
report hetyped a query for return information soonest on point of impact.

The orbit analysis from Kapustin Yar was sent directly to the White House, followed by
Houston's own orbit from their tracking stations. Then Houston ran their own figures and the
Russian ones through the computer once more and came up with an estimated point of impact,
theoretically correct to within a quarter of a mile. Instead of bringing the raw data to the
President the Information Officer in the White House made a xer ox of the southern half of
England and drew ared circle with afelt tip pen on the site. He then put the map and the final
figuresin aleather attache case and ran for the elevator. Because he was well known, plusthe
fact that rumors of what had happened wer e already circulating, the guards at the conference
room door opened it as he approached. Almost the entire cabinet was there, hastily summoned,
and every eye was on him when he entered. The President held out his hand and the

135

officer gave him the papers. Bandin looked at them in silence until the door had closed, then
raised his head slowly. There was a faint tremor in his hands.

"It looksfrom here, | can't really tell, asthough the rocket came down in the countryside.
There'salot of countrysidein England." Hisvoice was hollow, hiswords unconvincing even to
himself. General Bannerman reached for the map and he passed it over in silence. Forgetting
that he had never worn them at a public meeting before, Banner man took the gold-rimmed
pince-nez reading glasses from his breast pocket and put them on.



"Countryside, yes," hesaid. " But the motorway cutsright through here. It's heavily traveled, |
know. And there is one name here, not easy toread in the xerox. Looks like Gottenham New
Town."

" Cottenham New Town," Dr. Schlochter said in his best scholastic voice. Unlike the othersthe
Secretary of State seemed outwardly unmoved by the developing events. " One of the more
successful British attemptsto move light industry out of the citiesinto areasin need of
development. You will remember that | wasthere at the dedication ceremonieswith the
Minister of Labor."

No one remembered or cared. The President turned to Charley Dragoni who sat at the
secretarial table, a telephone pressed to hisear. " Well?" he called out.

"1 have your office holding on callsto Whitehall and the Embassy in London, Mr. President.
They know nothing more than we do, but will report as soon asthey do. I'm holding myself here
on the scrambler line which has been patched through to Ten Downing Street. The Prime
Minister isin conference, taking reports, but he knows you're waiting for hiscall. I... excuse me.
Yes?" Helistened to the phone for a moment while they all waited in silence. " Yes, thank you,
I'll passon theinformation." Helooked up. " The Prime Minister will be with you in a few
moments, sir, as soon as he hasfinished a call tothe Kremlin."

"Has anyone found out what sort of impact thisthing would have?" Dr. Schlochter asked.
" Perhaps we are making mountains out of molehills. There are air plane accidents every day and
they areforgotten the next."
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Bannerman had the figures scrawled on a piece of paper and hiswordsfilled the silence.

"The estimate sent through from GCCT at KY isthat approximately twenty percent of the fuel
was unused at the last engine shutdown. That, with the total weight of the vehicle, givesusa
total impact mass weight of over a million pounds. Speed isimportant here. Going at sixty miles
an hour that would make a big hole in the ground and nothing more. Houston reckonsthat, even
allowing for reduced speed from atmosphere friction, that must have hit a velocity of over twenty
thousand feet per second. Or if you want it on a speedometer, that isjust about eighteen
thousand miles an hour. About half the explosive power of a tactical atomic bomb."

"The Prime Minister, Mr. President,” Dragoni said. Bandin picked up the phone by his elbow.

"Yes, Fm holding. Yes. Mr. Prime Minister, President Bandin here. | am shocked, as| am sure
you are, at thisterrible accident. All of us here are hoping, praying, that there has been no loss
of life, minimal loss of life. Yes, I'm sorry. There hasbeen what? ... Yes, | understand. Good
God, thisisterrible. | have nowords, no, none. ... Whatever aid, anything we can do. ... Of
course | do understand. Though of course we are not responsible for thisterrible tragedy we do
feel responsiblein that it isajoint project, although thisrocket was Soviet, and we wish to do
everything in our power in thishour of need. Yes, thank you, goodbye."

Bandin put thereceiver gently down and looked around at the silent men.

"That doesit," hefinally said. " The goddamned rocket did hit that town, that Cottenham place
you wer e talking about. Took it out just like it had been aimed at. No exact figures yet of course
but the PM saysthefirst estimates are at least twenty-one thousand dead. ..."

"Those arejust the people who werein the place,” Bandin continued. " There are roads hit, the
motorway, accident reports still coming in. Firestoo. He's called a national alert, mobilized
troops, ambulances, fire departments, everything he can get."

"We could offer the assistance of our armed for ces stationed thereto aid in the relief work,"



Schlochter said.
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"No," Dillwater said with great firmness. "I would advise issuing orders for all American personnel to be
restricted to their bases. The British have enough manpower to handle this themselves. Soviet rocket or no
we'rein this up to our necks. | don't think our people are going to be very popular over there for awhile."

"I second that," Bannerman said. "If you agree, Mr. President, | will issue an order to that effect right now."

"Y es, you're probably right considering the circumstances.” Bannerman picked up his phone. "But what else
can we do? There must be something." Bandin looked around at the men in his cabinet but no answers
were forthcoming. "What effect is this going to have upon the Prometheus Project?' he asked.

"It should not affect it in any way," Dillwater answered. "We have backup boosters to replace the one
destroyed. The project can go ahead. But there can be no question about not having a second disaster like
this

"I should hope not. Maybe we can ride out this one, but two strikes and we're out. And | don't have to tell
you how much isriding on this project. National prestige, onein the eye for the Arabs—and the next
election. If Prometheus goes down the drain, and the public doesn't see any return for the money spent so
far, you are going to see one of them from that party sitting in this chair next year. | want to talk to Polyarni
as soon as it can be arranged. And what is happening with Prometheus? Have we forgotten all about them
in this brouhaha?"

"No, Mr. President," Dillwater said. "The engine is now being prepared for ignition and will soon befiring.
Y ou will be informed as soon as this happens. Final orbit will not be reached for at least forty-eight hours
after that. Then the generator assembly will begin."

"It better. Set up acal to Polyarni. | want to find out what the Kremlin thinks about this. Thisis one time
when we have got to stick together.”

i,8
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GET 1206

The nuclear engine countdown was almost finished when word of the disaster reached
Prometheus, relayed from Mission Control. Flax had not mentioned the fate of the core booster
until all of the factswerein, until the complete extent of the catastrophe was known. Then he
had talked to Nadya, telling her what had happened in exact detail. She had called Patrick and Ely
back from the nuclear engine control compartment so she could speak to them in person at the
sametime. When Major Gagarin, thefirst man ever to fly in space, had been in a plane crash his
voice had been like hers. His engine had failed but he had stayed with his plane and flown it into
the ground in order to miss the school and the houses below. His voice was calm and
emotionless up until theinstant of the crash. Nadya had been trained the same way.

They did not want to believeit, they had to believeit, but it still seemed so impossible.
"It couldn't have happened," Ely said. " It just couldn't."

"It did," Patrick said, his quiet words cutting through the shocked silence. " It happened. But
there's nothing we can do about it. It isjust a fact we are going to haveto live with. | don't know
who'sto blame—if anyone isto blame. It won't be easy but we arejust going to haveto put it out
of our minds while we get on with the work here. Nadya, stay with the radio and give usreports
of any developments. Ely and | are going to start the engine." His eyeswent to the GET readout
and the otherslooked as well. " 12:42. We're running out of time. We've less than twelve hours



to build up speed and get out of thisrotten orbit. | f we don't the same thing could happen to us.
And we would make a far bigger hole when we hit."

In silence he pushed into the tube and back to the engine compartment, with Ely right behind
him.

"1'll contact Mission Control," Nadya said, shoving off from
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the couch towards the opening to the flight cabin. Her eyes were red, from fatigue not from tears, and her
motions were slow.

Y ou should take arest," Coretta said. "Speaking as your doctor."

"I know, thank you, but not right now. Thereistoo much to do right now. It is checklist time for the air
scrubbers to be examined. The fuel cellsaswell."

"Can | help?'
"No. Thisisaparticular job that either | or Patrick must do." Then she was gone.

"It isawaysthat way," Gregor said. "Nothing for usto do—just wait. Y ou are a physician, you have your
work, but | am only afifth wheel. | do nothing." His face had sunk back into Slavic melancholy.

"Y ou get gloomy too quickly," Coretta said, moving over to him. "This trip has not been one of joy
unrelieved, admittedly, but it's not that bad. Enjoy being a passenger while it lasts. When we get into orbit
you're the only person who counts, the one thiswhole trip is about. The pilots are just cab drivers, and I'm
here to make sure you don't get sniffles. As| remember thisthing is called the Prometheus Project and it's
supposed to put some kind of solar generator in orbit. And, with the Colonel gone, it looksto me like you're
the only one who can do that."

Hewrung hislarge hands. "It will be difficult without VIadimir," he said.

"Gregor, you are just going to have to snap out of this." She wastotally professional now. Opening the
medical cabinet she took out a small tube of pills. On her way back to the couch she grabbed up a squeeze
bottle of water aswell.

"Takethese," she said, holding out two white capsules. "Wash them down with water, and I'll give you two
morein six hours.”

"What are they?' he asked, suspiciously.

"The pharmaceutical industry's answer to the rigors of the age of technology. Tranks. Tranquilizers. They
file the thin edge of hysteria off life."

"I do not take medicines, thank you. They are not needed."

"Don't be afraid of these pills, Gregor. They are to help, not hurt." She saw the signs of strain around his
eyesand lips. "l fed
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in the need of alittletension-relieving myself." She put the pillsin her mouth, showed them to
him on her tongue, then swallowed them with a mouthful of water. And took two more from the
vial.

"Your turn now. No arguments."

Thistime he took them without protest and she sighed with relief.



Ely, in the nuclear engine control station below, felt norelief at all. In fact, even in the controlled
environment of the ship he was sweating. From tension, not from physical effort. The checkout
was almost done, the preparationsfor starting up the nuclear engines almost finished.

"Ready to go," hesaid.
"Begin," Patrick said. " Isthereanything| can do to help?"

"Negative. We'rein the green so far. This engine is complex—but theoretically simple. The
uranium dust istrapped in a vortex of neon inside the light bulbs. The quartz tubes with this mix
are surrounded by hydrogen, mixed with some tungsten so it won't be too transparent to the
heat. Hydrogen moder ates the U-235 plasma which heats up to twenty-three thousand degrees
Kelvin which really warms up therest of the hydrogen and sendsit blasting out of the reaction
chamber. So we moveto thelast step in the start-up, power to the turbopumpsin the secondary
hydrogen closed loop-----"

Hisvoice cut off suddenly as a buzzer sounded and red lights appeared on the board before him.
He threw switches quickly.

"lsthat normal?" Patrick asked.

"No, that isnot normal,"” he answered, lips peeled back from histeeth in a most unhumor ous
grin. " We have had shutdown. Something iswrong."

Their eyes moved to the GET clock at the same time.
13:03.

Now it was less than eleven hours before they were due to run out of room in space and have
first contact with the sea of atmospher e waiting below.

"How wrong? What do you mean?" Patrick asked.

"1 don't know yet." Ely had programmed the computer to display an eight-color diagram of the
relevant circuits and controls and was tracking through it. " There are five engines out there, but
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they function as a single unit and are far more interconnected than the chemical engines. We're having a
malfunction in one of them. That's what | am trying to track down now. Let me alone, will you Patrick, |
have to do this alone."

ARight. I'll be in the flight cabin. Plug into the intercom when you need me."

Patrick kicked off up into the lower compartment. He saw that Gregor was lying face down on his couch,
realy floating afew inchesto it and held in place by the clips. Patrick started to speak but Coretta raised
her finger to her lips and shushed him, then waved him to the far side of the compartment went to join him.

"Gregor isdeeping,” she said in awhisper. "I don't want him disturbed. Emotionally he'sin not very good
condition. The fatigue and strain have been almost too much for him to handle. | gave him some sleeping
pills, told him they were tranks. Had to take two myself to con himinto it, but | managed to spit them out
without swallowing them."

"How bad ishe?" Patrick asked, looking at the seeping figure.

"I can't say. Back home | would give you a guess, but thisis different. He must have been stable enough or
the Soviets wouldn't have him on this project.”

"Don't bet on that. The report | saw said that he was the only microwave transmission authority fit enough



to go on thisflight. | have afeeling he was drafted."

"If that's true it would explain alot. He doesn't seem to have the right temperament or the right constitution
for this kind of work. But he's going to be needed when we're in orbit. With the Colonel dead, Gregor is
now our only authority on getting the generator working. So if | can get him to sleep, to relax now, he
should be functional when we need him. Once he's doing that | don't think there'll be any problems.”

"Thanks, Coretta. You'reright. Let me know if you need any help...."

"He doesn't like to take pills."

"He can be ordered to. I'll take care of that."

Patrick started for the flight cabin but Coretta caught his sleeve and pulled him back.

"Just aminute. Y ou're under doctor's orders too."
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"Pills?" he asked, looking grim.

" Food—and drink. And bring some up for Nadya when you go."

" Of course, thanks. Hunger and thirst strike like lightning as soon as | think of it."

Hetook the plastic meal bags and squeeze bottles from the locker before he went to join Nadya.
He strapped down next to her and passed over her ration.

"Doctor'sorders. Chow time," he said.
"Thank you, | am thirsty."
" Eat too."

Patrick forced himself to finish most of the pulverized beef stew before calling Mission Control.
" A littleenginetrouble,” hetold Nadya as he sent out the call.

"No! Not more, it cannot be." She was horrified, her hands clasped against her breasts.

"I'm sorry,” hesaid, reaching out to take her handsin his. Her skin was cold. " | hopeit's
something small. Ely is checking it out now___"

" Prometheus, Mission Control here."

"Hello, Flax, Patrick here. | am reporting an apparent malfunction with the fission engines.
Checklist fine, but barrage of red lightswhen wetried tofireit up.”

Therewasthe slightest delay before Flax spoke again. Fatigue and tension wer e just as bad on
the ground. " Do you know the extent of the malfunction, Prometheus?"

"Negative. Dr. Bron ison that now. Arethe fission engine team standing by in case we need
them?"

" Absolutely, all here. They want to know if you will transfer engine housekeeping data dump?"
"Roger. I'll setit up."

All the steps Ely had followed in starting up the nuclear engine had been recorded by the ship's
computer. Patrick used his Commander's controlsto retrieve the information. When he was
satisfied he pressed the transmit button and all the details wer e radioed at high speed back to



Mission Control on Earth. While he was doing this he was awar e of the intercom bleeping and
Nadya taking a call. She tapped hisarm.
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"Yes," he said, turning towards her.

"It was Ely. He thinks he knows what has happened. | told him you were onto Mission Control so he's on
hisway up here." Patrick nodded and turned on his microphone again.

"Mission Control, | have more information on the malfunction. Dr. Bron will report shordy. He appearsto
have located the source of the malfunction.”

"Y ou better believe | have," Ely said, coming in. He saw the squeeze bottle of water in Nadya's hand and
realized suddenly how dry his mouth was, how thirsty he had become without knowing it. "Can | have a
swig of that? Thanks." He drained half the bottle before sighing and passing it back.

"It's not good, Patrick, not good at all. I'll check with the team in Mission Control and they can run it through
their mockup, but I'm pretty sure about what has happened. Y ou know that the heart of these nuclear
engines are heavy quartz tubes—which iswhy they are called light bulb reactors. That quartz is good stuff
and the way the engine is set up the tubes are immune to thermal shock. But the pogoing and the abortive
separation of the core booster must have done something___ "

"Physical shock?'

"Exactly. Quartz isjust afancy kind of glass. Something must have bashed around back there during
separation because | think one of the tubesis broken.”

"But—can you replace it?"

Ely laughed, very bitterly. "Replace it? Even if | had a spare it would be impossible in space. That tubeis
broken and it is going to stay broken. Those engines will just not run."

"Something can be done. Something must be done," Patrick insisted.
"Likewhat?"

"Like we take alook at the motors and see just what happened, send a compl ete report back to Mission
Control and have them see what can be worked out."

"Y ou're an optimistic bastard, you know that, Patrick.” After the intensity of hiswork something seemed to
have gone out of Ely. He was hunched, seemed smaller.

"No, I'm not. Just doing the job | was trained for. There are
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programsthat cover alot of what ifs. Now we've got a problem here, but we need more data on
it. You're going to space walk and assess the damage. That's what we need to know next.
There's only one undamaged umbilical left. Useit. Let's suit up.”

"Whoa, not so fast. I've never space walked before, and | certainly hadn't planned to do it alone
for thefirst time. You have the experience and could save alot of time "

"1'm not an atomic physicist. You are. You helped design the motor, as you've often told us, so
you should know what'swrong just by looking at it." He started towards the suit locker, then
turned back as a sudden thought struck him. " You're not afraid of going out there, are you?"

Ely smiled. " Yes, if you want to know, I'm frightened shitless of being out there on the end of a



rubber tube and a couple of wires. I'm frightened of thiswholetrip and everything about it. But
I'm here anyway because | wouldn't missit for the world. So let's get suited up before | change
my mind."

Patrick wasn't surewhat tosay. " I'm sorry | said that. Please understand, it wasn't personal

"It was personal as hell, my boy, but all isforgiven. Thishasn't been much of a pleasure cruise,
hasit? And you've been awake and working for what? Two days now?" He glanced up at the
GET clock. " 13:57 and still counting. And the estimate was that we would run out of space at
twenty-four hundred. Ten hoursleft. Why doesn't someone ask Mission Control if they've any
revisions on that original estimate? It would be niceto know."

"Nadya, as soon aswe're all suited up, talk to them about that. Tell them Dr. Bron is going to
look at the motors and they want to listen and record everything he says, then get to work on the
information as soon asit comesin. Our timeisrunning out."

Therewas not a second to be wasted now. As soon as the suits wer e sealed and the flight cabin
evacuated, Patrick opened the hatch. His cabin walk-about umbilical stretched far enough to
enable him to help Ely through and feed hisumbilicals after him.

"Slowly," hesaid. " The onething you can't doisrush now."

"Rush!" Ely laughed. "It'sall | can do to move."

"Thereareringsall theway along. Clip onto one before you release a handhold.”
145

"Right. Moving now. Faster than | thought, guess the experience inside the ship in free fall helps. Here's the
base of the first motor, trumpet bell looks fine, I'm moving to the next—Chrigt, thereit is!”

"What?" Flax's voice sounded loud in Ely's ears. "We read you well, Dr. Bron. What did you find?"

"The source of our trouble. | can see what happened now. The pogoing and that aborted separation we had
with the core body booster. There was plenty of misaligned thrust then, knocking about. The shroud must
have been shifted because it bashed into one of the motors. There are quartz fragments floating out of it
and the thrust chamber is all askew and dented. I'm close to it now. Motor four. The others ook okay.
Going up it now to look into the trumpet. | can see now ... my God ... it'samess. A real mess. Broken
tubes, quartz everywhere ... must have a massive gas leakage."

Ely looked down at the ravaged interior of the engine, then pulled back slowly and stared at the great globe
of the Earth that half filled the sky. It was infinitely more impressive when viewed from space rather than
through the port. Big and close, far too close. Mission Control was saying something but he was not
listening to their words. Flax's voice broke off when Ely began talking.

"That engineis not going to fire, ever again. Do you read that, Mission Control? Unless you can come up
with some way to bypass it so we can fire the other four engines we've had it. End of mission. End of
Prometheus. So get cracking. We need some advice."
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GET 13:12

It was after two inthe morning and Red Square in Moscow was deserted; even the line of visitors waiting
to enter Lenin's tomb had vanished for a few hours. The two armed guards
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stationed there looked on with little interest as a large black Moskva limousine turned into the square and
accelerated towards the Kremlin. Cars of thiskind arrived at all hours of the day and night for that
destination. Perhaps a few more tonight than was usual, but of course there was no indication why. No
public announcement of the destruction of Cottenham New Town had been made on the radio yet nor, for
once, had The Voice of America been in ahurry to carry glum news to the Russian people.

Engineer Glushko led the way and easily penetrated the outer circle of functionaries and guards. Both he
and Academician Moshkin who trailed after him had been here on a number of occasions. Their
identification helped because anyone connected with the Prometheus Project certainly had business here
tonight. Within these walls everyone knew what had happened. They also knew that Glushko was senior
project engineer and the little professor with him was also involved, somehow, with the project.

Despite the fact that the two men had no reason to be in the Kremlin this morning, they progressed quite far
before being brought up short. The inner circle of senior civil servants owed their seniority to intelligence,
ability and suspicion, in amost equal parts. The graying man behind the desk, with ash on hislapels and the
cigarette in his mouth trickling smoke into his half-shut eye, resembled all the other officias the two men
had recently seen and bypassed. But this one would not be as easy. He turned their identification over and
over in his hands as though looking for some fact he had missed the first time through.

"Of course, tovarichi, | appreciate your positions on the Prometheus Project, it is al detailed here in your
papers | assure you. But nowhere can | find the message or the reason that has brought you here today."

"As| told you," Glushko said, "the Academician and | must see Comrade Polyarni at once. It is of the
utmost importance.”

"I am sureit is or you would not be here. Such arush, afew hours ago in Baikonur, amilitary plane, a car
waiting for you at the airport. A rush indeed—but nowhere do | see areason for this rush. What business
brings you here?"

"Y ou know about the ... affair with the booster rocket?"
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The official nodded gravely. "I do. A tragic accident. All of the country will mourn. Then you comein
regard to this?

"In away, though not exactly. Look, comrade, | do not like to be misunderstood. Do you think that either |
or Academician Moshkin, one of the leading astronomers in the nation, do you think that either of us came
hereto play silly games?"

"No! Of course not. But without stating your business it would be impossible for me to do anything to aid
you. You reglize my position, don't you?"

Glushko sighed and straightened up. "I certainly do. But, as| told you earlier, what | haveto say isfor the
ears of the Premier alone and for no others. Therefore | wish to see your immediate superior and explain
the same thing to him."

"Heisin conference, if you wait..."

"Eventually, we will see the Premier. He will want to hear what we have to say as soon as possible.
Anyone who isresponsible for delaying us will not be viewed with favor. Do you understand?’

The civil servant understood, only too well. He had heard this sort of talk, this kind of veiled threat in the
past. If they meant what they said why then, yes, he would be in trouble. But if they were bluffing and he
aided them he would only bein for areprimand. It was a simple decision. He pushed his chair back and
stood.

"But | do understand. And | am sure you understand that | want to help you in any way | can. If you will



stay here | will see how soon he can see you."

"Good," Glushko said, voice firm and carriage erect. He remained that way until the door had closed, then
dropped into the nearest chair.

"Thisis exhausting, Academician, | hope you realize that. If you are not correct we are both going to bein
very big trouble."

"That is not the kind of trouble to worry about at thistime. This isthetrouble," he said, tapping hisworn
leather briefcase. "The facts are correct, they can be checked. It isall here."

Glushko looked at his watch, then drummed hisfingers on hisleg. "In that case," he said, "they had better
hurry."
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Halfway around the world, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, it was still early evening. Not quite
dinner time, but late enough. All the officesin the East were closed, the labs shut, the college
professors gone home. Professor Weisman sat in his scruffy office watching the shadows grow
longer, listening to the ring-ring of an unanswered phonein hisear. Not for the first time either.
He carefully put the receiver back, steepled his fingers on the desk before him, and wonder ed
what to do next.

The few people he knew who might have been able to help him had not answered their phones.
Or some moronic answering device had beeped at him and told him to record his message. He
did not think there wastime for that. He was still not sure how to go about passing on the vital
information he had, nor was he exactly sure whom he should passit on to. Of course the people
involved with the Prometheus Project would want to know, but he had gotten only busy signals
from both numbers given him by the information operator. Herarely listened to theradio and
had no television set, so he did not know of the news story that was just breaking about the
disaster in England. He would have been interested to hear it, but it would not affect what he had
to do.

Washington, that was it, he would just have to go to Washington. Normally he hated to travel, but
always said that getting out of the Fraunhoffer Institute and out of Germany and staying one step
ahead of the Nazis all the way across Europe had been enough traveling for alifetime. Life at the
University of Pennsylvania was very easy, very calm, and he preferred it that way. But now his
peace would have to be broken for a bit. He would have to go to Washington. Even as he
decided this he began carefully placing a thick sheaf of notesinto a briefcase as old and
disreputable as the one Academician M oshkin was clutching on hiskneesin the Kremlin at this
very moment.

There were footstepsin the corridor outside and the rap of knuckles on the frosted glass of his
office door. Weismafr did not respond because he was concentrating so he did not hear the
sounds. Only when the door swung open did he look up. A bearded face poked in.

" Say, Sam, isn't that something? Did you hear the broadcast about the town in England?"
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"Ahh, Danny, comein, | want to ask you something."

"You didn't hear, then. One of the booster s from Prometheus took out an entire city, they don't
know how many dead, wor sethan an atom bomb attack___ "

" Danny, do you know how to get to Washington, D.C.?"

Danny started to gape, then changed his mind. He had taught in the university long enough to



realize that his associates on the staff weren't really fruitcakes, just individualists with different
power s of concentration and different interests. Sam Weisman had a world-wide reputation and a
Nobel Prize. And he didn't care about blown-up cities nor did he know how to get to Washington,
which was maybe all of a hundred miles away. Danny shrugged and forgot Cottenham New Town
for the moment.

"You can drive, you can take the bus, you can takethetrain."

"| cannot stand motor vehicles." Weisman frowned in thought, then took out an old-fashioned
clasp purse and looked inside. " Four dollars, | don't think that will be enough.”

"Not really. What do you want to do in Washington?"

Weisman ignored the question, his mind involved in the logistics of the journey. " The banks are
closed. But you can cash a check for me, can't you Danny. Do you think five hundred dollars will
be enough?"

" Five billsismorethan enough but | don't always carry quite that much on me." Helooked in
hiswallet. " You'rein luck, | just cashed my pay check. I'll give you two hundred bucks, pay me
when you get back. Your credit is good."

Weisman pulled on hisjacket. " Isthere morethan onetrain station in Philadelphia?"

"Don't worry, I'll drop you off. You buy aticket for D.C. and try and get on a Metroliner because
theold rolling stock will give your hemorrhoids hemorrhoidsinside five miles."

"Very kind." He put on his hat. "Would you know if the Smithsonian Instituteis hard to find? |
have afriend there."

"1 am going to control myself and not ask you why you are going there in the middle of the night
when it isclosed. I'm afraid you'd tell me. Grab a hack at Union Station when you get in and tell

him Smithsonian. Maybe the nightwatchman will know whereyour friend is. All | can do iswish

you good luck."
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Professor Weisman sat calmly, hisold briefcase on his lap, asthey drove to the station. In Moscow
Academician Moshkin was sitting in the same position holding avery similar briefcase. Y et thiswasn't the
only thing they had in common.

Each was an astronomer with aworld-wide reputation.

Each specialized in the study of the sun.
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GET 13:57

"Have acigar, Cooper," the Editor said. "Y ou won't have smoked anything like thisin years. A real Havana,
claro, the first batch in after the trade treaty with Cuba.”

"Excuse me, sir, I'm sorry, | don't smoke."

Cooper was too nervous to twitch or even think of nibbling hisfingers. He rarely met the Editor of the
paper, and certainly had never been in his office before. Here even the City Editor, that tower of strength
and vituperation, was subdued and in the background. The Editor opened the liquor cabinet; his fingernails
were shining and pink, his hands plump and white, histailoring immaculate. None of the ink or dirt of the
newspaper had rubbed off on him. He held up a cut-glass decanter and smiled showing two rows of perfect



white teeth.

"But you'll have adrink of course," he said. "Twenty-year-old bonded Canadian, | think you might like it.
Water?'

Cooper just nodded at every question, still unsure of himself, not knowing why he was here. To be fired?
No, the underlings would take care of tasks like that. Then why? Hetook alarge sip of the drink and tried
not to cough. Histhroat was on fire; a cherry coke was the strongest thing he normally indulged in.

"Good, isn't it? | knew you would likeit." He glanced at the City Editor. "Time yet?' he asked.
"A few more minutes, Sir."

"Well warm it up." The City Editor waded through the car pet
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tothe TV on its carved mahogany case and turned it on. " A special broadcast from Great Britain,
Cooper. | thought you ought to seeit."

"Yes, fineidea, thank you, sir." He got more of thedrink down and blinked through histears at
the familiar face of Vance Cortwright on the screen. Cortwright wore his most somber
expression and when he spoke it wasin deep, funereal tones.

"Thereisneither Moon nor starsin the clouded skies of Britain tonight, asthough the very
heavens themselves have gone into mourning for the dead. This country has known many
disastersin the past with plagues, the Great Firein London, the trench deathsin the First World
War and the bombingsin the Second. These people know how to fight and how to survive—and
how to die with dignity if they must. But never before have they experienced a disaster to match
the one that happened here short hours ago. Reports are still coming in about isolated tragedies,
but the central, unbelievable core of the holocaust that struck without warning from the sky is
behind me here. The site where Cottenham New Town used to stand. | say used to because
thereisno other way to describe this."

The scene changed as he continued to talk and litde could be made of it at first, just moving
lights and rolling clouds of somekind. It was only when the camera zoomed back from the
closeup that a demolished structure of some kind could be distinguished. Spotlights were on it
and firemen, wearing breathing apparatus, were working on it, tearing at it, in the midst of clouds
of smoke and dust.

"Thiswas a prosperous farm on the outskirts of the town, a solid structure going back hundreds
of years. It was destroyed in an instant by the blast, turned into this jumble of broken timber you
see. There can belittle hope that anyone could have survived this destruction but a search must
still be made. No need to search the town itself."

Asthe camera moved, the site of Cottenham New Town came into view. Spotlightsand Army
sear chlightsilluminated the area. Nothing could be made of it, nothing comprehensible could be
seen. Therewas no connection at all between thisvista of blackened, smoking rubble and the
city of buildings, homes and people
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that had existed there. There were still fires; the smoke clouds were lit from below as from an
opening to hell. Even Cortwright's modulated voice broke at the sight.

" Perhaps all that might be said good about this... thisinconceivable disaster isthat they had no
warning, ho premonition, no pain. It was over in an instant. Full detailsare not in on the rocket
booster that struck here, but it was obviously moving at many times the speed of sound. The V2
rockets of the Second World War, of which this booster was a descendant, moved faster than



sound and the residents of London only knew of their arrival when the explosion occurred. The
sameistrue here. One second thiswas a living city, the next a burning hell. Fire brigades and
hundreds of policemen have converged on this site from all directions. Troops are on their way.
Theroads ar e sealed off so that rescue workers can get through. Yet, tragically, thereisvery
little to rescue. Except on the periphery, the outer edges of the shock wave that radiated out
from the explosion. Here there are car accidents, one multiple pileup involving dVer seventy
vehicles on the motorway. Buildings have collapsed, mostly isolated farmhouses and homes, and
peoplein the street have been struck down. We'll have a report from the hospitalsin a moment,
but first this message ..."

The Editor switched the set off before the commercial came on. He was smiling, satisfied, like a
cat after alarge dish of cream. Heraised his glass.

"Here'sto you, Cooper," hesaid. " You made thisstory, saw what was coming before anyone
else did, and we broke it first and we're now breaking circulation records. | havethreereporters
and five cameramen on the way there now in a chartered jet, and we're going to give thisthe
kind of coverage that has never been seen before. And we're not forgetting you, Cooper. There
will be twenty dollars morein your pay envelope and a bonusaswell...."

" Oh, thank you, sir! Thank you so much."

"Not at all. Only fair. But you want to earn thisraise, don't you, Cooper? Yes, | see you do. No,
don't bother about that, a little spill. The City Editor will wipeit up. | want you to think about
bigger things. | want you to go out of here and write the follow-up
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story that will kick our circulation into a world-busting figure!"
"What follow-up, sir?" Cooper gaped.

"You'rekidding of course. The goddamn rest of the rocket, that'swhat! What will happen when
it comes down, how much worse the disaster will be then. Put in everything, | want it all."

" B-but, there doesn't seem to be any indication yet that Prometheus will crash. Just a minor
difficulty with the engines...."

"Don't believe aword of it. They didn't tell ustheir damn booster was going to blow up half of
England so they're not going to tell uswhat's happening to therest. | want figuresand | want
facts. | want the bulldog in the morning not just to have the entire story of the disaster that has
happened but all about the one, the bigger one, that'sin the making. How many people on that
rocket?"

" Six, fivel mean, oneisdead."

"Thefirst victim." He stabbed hisfinger at the City Editor. " Biographies on them all, personal
stuff. The next in line to die—and who will die with them. You know what to do."

"| certainly do, sir."

"Then get on with it. I'll be here all night. Let me have a proof of the front page as soon asit's
locked up. I'm writing an editorial, boxed on the front page, thirty column inches. Allow for it."
He finished hiswhiskey and slammed the glass down with atriumphal gesture. " TV and radio is
the big thing, and they said the day of the newspaper was over. They'll find out—and we'll be
showing them!"
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GET 14:21

It was almost seven-thirty in the evening in Washington. The gover nment offices were empty as
well asthe streets, and all the workerswere home with the air conditioning turned up full. Elec-

154

tricky consumption was at its usual evening high as all the stoves came on, and the television
sets. They were all on thisnight, every TV, almost all tuned to the continuous cover age of the
disaster in England. Only one channel, in the middle of an important series game, did not join in
the coverage for fear the baseball fans would burn down the station asthey had once before when
atechnical failure had blacked out thelast, scoring, inning of a drawn game. But only the real
diehards were watching the game. There was more action in England.

In the White House the cabinet meeting still continued. Two and a half hours now and no sign of
it ending. Bandin had talked briefly with the Soviet Premier but it had resolved nothing. Poly-ar ni
was holding his cards very close to his chest and saying little. He and his adviser s were still
formulating policy, or rearranging the factsfor presentation in the proper order, or looking for
ways to make sure their American partnersshared in the present Prometheus failure. Until they
decided just how to go about it they were being a little hard to talk to.

The American cabinet was considering the same thing, only from the opposite dir ection.
"We can't leave the Soviets with complete responsibility for this,” Simon Dillwater insisted.

"Why not?" Dr. Schlochter asked. " Thisisa political matter now, not atechnical one, so the
State Department has ultimate responsibility. They are our partners, yes, but this disaster is
their responsibility and we must be sure that we are not hung with them for the crime. Statecr aft,
asthe great Metternich said, istheart..."

"Ballsto Metternich,” General Bannerman said, savagely biting the end of hiscigar and spitting
the piece onto thefloor. " You drag out your Kraut and I'll drag out mine, and I'll giveyou a
guote every time from Clausewitz that tops your guy. We are just going to forget the diplomacy
and cold war bit thisonce and stay in the barrel with the Russkies. It'sour joint project. If we
kick them in the ass now they take their marbles and go home. Prometheusis not going to get
up therewithout their Lenin-5 boosters. Do you agree, Mr. President?"

General Bannerman was an old hand at thiskind of
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gamesmanship, which iswhy he was Chairman of Joint Chiefs of Staff instead of still riding herd
on a combat division. Schlochter had had his mouth open ready to speak when he had passed the
buck to Bandin, so now all Schlochter could do was shut histrap and turn even redder.
Bannerman liked the Secretary of State; he was so easy to needle. Wouldn't have lasted a day in
the Army.

"1 haveto agree,' Bandin said. " No official releases from any department about thisbeing a
Soviet booster. Thisisa tragedy of the space age, it's not thefirst sacrifice for the betterment of
mankind, nothing but an unavoidable accident like being hit by atruck crossing theroad. And we
offer the British plenty of aid. And that includes plenty of money. They're dead broke and they'll
appreciateit.”

" Call from Mission Control in Houston, Mr. President,” Charley Dragoni said.
"Put it on the speaker phone."

"You may go ahead, the President ison theline."



"Thisis Mission Control, Mr. President. There have been developments on Prometheus which |
would like to report to you and Mr. Dillwater" The voice rattled from the loudspeaker on the
table, clearly audible to everyonein the room.

"He'sherewith me, Flax. What isit?"

"It isthefission engine on Prometheus. The trouble has been localized. There has been shroud
damage to the thrust chamber and engine four is unoperable. Possibility of restoring function is
zero”

"What, what?" Bandin said. " Dillwater—what's that gobble-degook? What the hell ishe
saying?"

"Theshroud, that's the metal covering over the nuclear enginesthat protects them during
takeoff. It shifted, probably when the core body failed to separate, and damaged one of the
engines. It is broken beyond repair and cannot be fixed."

"Areyou telling me that Prometheusis stuck up theretoo, and in trouble—like that piece of
junk that took out the British town?"

"1 don't think the situation isthat bad yet, sir. The four other engines appear to be undamaged.
May | talk to Flax?" Bandin nodded. " Hello, Mission Control. What is being done about
bypassing the damaged enginein order to use the other four?"
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" The computer isworking on a program for that right now. We will inform you as soon as a solution
has been found,"

"Will it be possible? In the time remaining?"

"It isthe only chance. One moment please ..." There was a mutter of voices at the other end then
Flax came back on theline. " We have a request from Prometheus. They wish to talk to you."

"1'll havethiscall transferred to another phone."
"Put it through here,” Bandin said.

"| didn't want to bother you, Mr. President

"Bother! Thisisthe only business on our agenda until that thing isup where it should be. Put
them through, Flax."

"Yes, sir."

There were electronic sputterings and clicks while the patch was made from radio to telephone.
Thistook a few moments, then Flax gave his okay.

" Prometheus, you are through to Director Dillwater who iswith the President at this moment. Over."
"Mr. Dillwater, Mr. President. Major Winter on Prometheus here."

" Go ahead, Patrick," Dillwater said.

"You know about our difficulties with the nuclear engines?"

"Wedo."

"Well we have been looking at the figures and we appear to have a problem. It seems that we are



running out of time."
"What do you mean?"

" With the core body gone, the changed mass gives us approximately twenty-eight hours before this
orbit decays and we contact the atmosphere. There have been no changesin that estimate. Taking
into consideration the amount of time to get the nuclear engine operational we may have a time
overrun. We just may not be able to get thrust in timeto lift out of this orbit Do you understand?"

"Yes, of course."

"Then | would like to respectfully ask what plans you have to take the crew off Prometheus before
atmospheric impact?"”

" Crew—why, none. We had not considered the possibility."

"Well | hope you are considering it now." There was an edge to Patrick's voice that had not been
thereearlier.
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" Of course, yes. But you know that your relief space-shuttleisnot dueto take off until a month
from now. It takes at least six daysto get it on the pad."

"/ know that But | am thinking of the Soviets. Do they have a shuttle operational that might make
orbital rendezvous? Or maybe the Air Force? They have been doing shuttle work with the fast turn
around time. Do they have one operational right now?"

"1 do not know. But General Bannerman is present and | will ask him." He glanced over at
Bannerman and raised his eyebrows.

"Negative," Bannerman said, hisface expressionless. " There'll be a shuttle coming on linein a
few days. It cannot be launched in the ten hoursleft.”

"Did you hear that, Prometheus?"
"Yes. But we still want to know the situation with the Soviets. Please report soonest"
"Wewill do that, Prometheus. Just a moment, the President would like to speak with you."

"Thisisyour President, Major Winter. | just wanted to say that our hearts are with you and your
crew at all times. The utmost priority is being given to the safety and success of Prometheus,
and of course your personal safety. Be assured that no task will be left undone, no stone
unturned in our effortsto assure your safety and success."

" Thank you, Mr. President Out"

"That kid iskind of snappy,” Grodzinski said. " He oughta watch his mouth.”
"They are under a certain amount of tension up there,” Bannerman said.
" Still..

" Shut up, Grodzinski," Bandin said. " We've a problem on our hands. We've got to think of those
people up there. We've also got to think of the million tons or whatever of US hardwarethey are
riding around in. Dillwater, if they can't be helped, what happensin twenty-eight hours?"

" Prometheus will impact the atmosphere." Hetook off his glasses and pinched the sore bridge
of his nose while he spoke. " What happens after that, well we cannot be sure. Something the size



of Prometheus has never been in this situation before. She
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might break up and burn, or she might hold together and impact the Earth's surface."
"Areyou telling me there could be a second crash? Like thefirst one?"

"1 am very unhappy to tell you, Mr. President, that it might be much wor se than thefirst one.
Not only does Prometheus weigh much more, but it still hasitsfuel for the fission engines.
About five hundred pounds of radioactive uranium pellets. It is doubtful if these would explode
onimpact__ "

"They wouldn't have to explode,” Bannerman said. " They would burn, melt, be diffused as
radioactive gas. Wouldn't that be a nicethingto land in our back yard."

" Our back yard, anyone's back yard. Depending whereit wasin orbit at the time it could strike
most anywherein alarge section of the globe."

"1 don't understand that," the President said.

"It hasto do with therotation of the Earth, sir. Prometheus goes around the Earth once every
eighty-eightminutesin a roughly oval orbit. But whileit's doing that the Earth isrotating, moving
under the orbit. So with every circle of the Earth the satellite passes over different places on the
surface below. At one point, unhappily, the orbit passed over Britain as we now know and
regret."

Bandin had a sudden thought. " Has anyone bother ed to work out where the orbit will be at the
end of the twenty-eight hourswhen that thing is supposed to come down?"

"Yes, sir. It hasbeen done." Dillwater put a slip of paper on the table before him. " The orbit will
be swinging down from the north Pacific at that time, cutting across the Gulf of Alaska at that
time."

"That's good," Bandin said. " We're not going to worry about icebergs and some polar bears."

"No, sir. But this orbit, the twenty-eighth orbit, continues south in a track along the entire west
coast of this country. Going over in turn Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, L os Angeles and San
Diego."

In a stunned silence the enormity of what he had said slowly sank in.
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"Thisisacrew meeting,” Patrick said. " | want you all to know what's been happening with the
engines, with everything..."

Hewas surprised to find himself stumbling over hiswords. In hisyears of test piloting he had
become used to long hours, even long days of work. Fatigue was something he had learned to
control. But he had never been astired asthis before; if he had not been floating in freefall he
would have been collapsed on the couch. Not that the otherslooked any better. If his eyes were
asred as Nadya's, he did not want to look into the mirror. Ely's skin was pale with strain and
fatigue, the dark marks under his eyeslooked asthough they had been brushed on with soot.
Only the other two looked remotely human. Gregor, still looking dim after his drugged sleep,
fought to keep his head erect. Coretta was calm and relaxed. If shewasfeeling any strain she



was not showing it. And she was looking at him with deep concern.

"You look like hell, Patrick," shesaid. " And you know you're having difficulty talking?"
"1 suredo, doctor. Because I'm plenty tired."

"| suppose you wouldn't try to get some sleep.”

"You suppose correctly."

She kicked off to the wall and opened her medicine locker. " In any other circumstances| would
not be doing this. But I've plenty of uppers here, benzadrine, dexadrine. Do you want
something? You know you'll only feel wor se afterwar ds?"

"There may be no afterwards. Let me have a handful of them."
"What do you mean?" Coretta was shocked at the sudden brutality of hiswords.

He swallowed the pills and washed them down with water before he spoke. They were all
listening now, rigid with attention; even Gregor snapped out of his drugged haze.
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"Let uslay all the facts out, get them absolutely straight,” Patrick said. " We cannot afford to kill
our selves by making any mistakes. The chancesare slim asit is. Right now—" he looked up at
the GET—"it is15:11. We'resstill in alow orbit that it is estimated will terminate at forty-three
hundred hours, about halfway through our twenty-eighth or bit."

"How can they be so sure?" Coretta asked. " | mean we'll be slowed by the air, won't we? That
will be sort of a gradual thing."

"Not really," Patrick told her. " We're already being slowed now by the traces of the atmosphere
at thisaltitude, slowed just enough to drop uslower and lower all the time. But you must
remember that our orbit isnot really circular, but morelike a big ellipsein space. At
apogee—that isour highest point in the orbit, when we are furthest from Earth—we are about a
hundred kilometer s higher than at perigee, the closest. On our twenty-eighth orbit when we hit
perigee we will hit the atmosphere and that will be that. End of the voyage."

"The engines," Gregor said abruptly. " You must start the engines." Thetension was back in his
face again, his fists closed so tightly the knuckles wer e white.

"We'd liketo, Gregor, believe me we would. But the four good ones can't be fired until we find
some way to disconnect the broken one. Ely, you have any ideas about that?"

"1 do." Heshook out a complex diagram he had been studying. " Mission Control isdoing thisin
mor e detail, but |'ve been trying for myself. Thetroubleisthat the five enginesare
interconnected. They share a common supply of hydrogen, for both moderator and the fuel
supply aswell. Theoretically it's possible to seal off engine four. It would mean a space walk and
closing a lot of valves, cutting pipes and wires and isolating them, sealing them. But it's
dangerous. Cut the wrong pipe and that isthe whole ball-game. Plusthe fact that when you're
through with the spatial plumbing job and the engines get fired up, if they do, what kind of thrust
do you get? Can the off-center thrust be allowed for? | don't know, but | hope the boysin
Houston do. Plusonefinal and vital factor." Ely stared around at the circle of watching faces and
could not look them in the eyes. He turned away abruptly. " You tell them, Patrick. You're
captain of thissinking ship."
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"Not quite sunk yet," Patrick said. " But the final difficulty isthat even if wefireup the



engines—will we have time enough to break out of this orbit before the twenty-eighth orbit? The
upper atmosphereis a strange area about which nothing can be predicted precisely at any given
time. We might have time enough, we might not. But all wecan doistry."

"Isthat really all?" Gregor asked, his voicetoo loud.

"No. I've already contacted Dillwater, and the President, about getting us off Prometheus before
the twenty-eighth orbit if the wor st comesto the worst."

"It can be done?" Gregor asked, eagerly.

"It'salong shot, but a possibility. The space shuttle that was supposed to change crewsin a
month'stimeisnot ready. However there are US military shuttles and Soviet ones. AH the
possibilities are being looked into. So that's the situation. As soon as Mission Control tell usit
can be donewetry to isolate the knocked out engine. Then fireup. Then, with luck, get up into
our correct orbit. In caseit can't be done alternative plans are now being made to get us off."

"And if wedon't get off.. ??" Coretta asked, her voice very low.

"I just don't know," Patrick said. " If you mean do we get out of thisalive, why then the answer is
no, we don't. Thisthing may burn up, or it may ridein in one lump. In either case wewon't be
walking away from it."

" But—couldn't it be landed, somehow?"
" Negative, No chance at all."
" But, if Prometheus hits, could something horrible happen like with that English city?"

"The chancesare against it," Patrick said, as calmly as he could. " The odds are well against it.
Two-thirds of the Earth iswater, so Prometheus will probably impact the ocean. And about
three-quarters of the land areas are mountain, jungle, desert, thingslikethat. | doubt if there's
another disaster in themaking "

"You doubt it!" Gregor shouted hoarsely, turning in the air ashetried to push himself erect.
"Thedisaster isfor us, isthat not bad enough? We are going to die and that isthe end of it!"

"You'regoing to have to keep your cool, Gregor. For your sake
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aswell asfor ours. ..." Theradio contact signal beeped and he turned towards the hatch.

"1 will take that," Nadya said, and pushed by him and was at the hatch before he could respond.
She wasright, his place was here.

"It istough on all of us, Gregor," Patrick said. " | know how you feel, shut in here with nothing to
do. But we may get through yet and if we do you're theindispensable man. Don't forget that. All
thiseffort isto get you up there, not us, into orbit with the generator. You are the guy who hasto
dothejob."

Nadya came floating back into the group and they turned to her.

"Mission Control saysthereisa good possibility that the faulty engine can beisolated and the
other fired. It will have to be done from outside the ship."

"1 knew it," Ely said, and sighed. " Back to the salt mine."

"They think it will all work out well," Nadya told them. " They're surethat the eccentric thrust



can be compensated for. And that there will be enough thrust to lift us out of this orbit. But
firing must begin as soon as possible."

"You can bet your sweet bippy on that," Ely said, warmly.

"Mission Control has worked out a program of step-by-step proceduresthat are to be done, and
they'll relay it oneitem at atime. They ask if two people can space walk at the same time. They
know we have only one operational umbilical."

"The answer isyes," Patrick said. " |'m going to break out one of the Astronaut M aneuvering
Unitsfrom the cargo hold. Ely, suit up and stay on the flight cabin umbilical until I get back. Then
you can use thelong umbilicalsand I'll fly the AMU. It's going to work."

"It better,” Ely said. " Let's get suited up. Coretta darling, let me have some of those pills
before we tackle thislast one.”

" Of course. How about you, Nadya?"

She started to shake her head no, then stopped. " Normally, | do not like stimulants, but | feel
thissituation isvery different.”

" About as different asthey come, dooshenka" Ely said. " Join the junky brigade."

"You will seal the hatch again?" Gregor asked. " Seal usin once more?"

"I'msorry," Patrick said, hearing the fear in the man'svoice,
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but unableto help him any more. " This should be our last space walk. So let's get it over with."
"1 could wear my suit aswell,” Gregor said. " | could help."

"He could do something, couldn't he?" Coretta asked, trying with her tonesto tell Patrick how
shefelt. Asadoctor she was well aware of Gregor's borderline state. Patrick shook hishead no.

"Sorry. | don't want to have to evacuate the entire ship—and thereisjust no room for anyone
elsein theflight cabin. And really no need for anyone. Nadya will relay instructionsto Ely and
me—and we'll do thework. We'll be as quick aswe can."

Then they were suited up and out of the hatch. Coretta and Gregor looked up asthe hatch closed
and the wheel spun and locked it. Soon after thered light came on beside it showing that the air
was gone on the other side.

Coretta turned around to find that Gregor was sitting, hunched over, his arms clasped before him
and his head bent. Of course he couldn't sit, but was floating a few feet above his couch.

"Would you like something to eat, Gregor?" she asked, but received no answer. " Thereare
some nice things here. | must say you Russians do things with your space food that we would
never consider. Look at this—caviar! Thislittlejar is easily twenty-five dollars on Earth, and
herewe are with a dozen or more. It'sworth going into space for this."

"Nothing isworth it. It istoo terrible." You did not need to be a doctor to hear theterror in his
voice.

"Well, it hasn't really been exactly a pleasuretrip so far. But do have some of this, |'ve opened
it."

"No, nothing. | shall never eat again, for lifeisat an end."



He was raising his voice to shout above the sound from the wall speaker, hooked into theradio
circuit and repeating the instructions from Mission Control about the spacewalk. She turned it
off, it wastoo distracting and too much of a reminder of their plight. On impulse Coretta turned
to the music bands, flipping through them until she found a pleasant piano concerto,
Rachmaninoff it sounded like. In one of the cabinets a microminiaturized tape player ran
continuously, producing six channels of music that could be tapped at will. The clear piano notes
and the warm sound of the stringsfilled the compartment.
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"It should not have ended like this," Gregor said. " Too many mistakes have been made, too
much was rushed. We wer e pushed into space too quickly, more car e should have been taken."

"Can't cry over spilt milk, Gregor," Coretta said. " This caviar isdelicious. Too bad there'sno
champagneto go with it. Hey, wait a minute. | have some two-hundred proof surgical alcohol in
there. Cut that in half with water and you have onfe-hundred proof vodka. How about that,
tovarich, does a shot of vodka sound interesting?"

" There were mistakes, and they rushed too fast and we are going to die."

Gregor was pounding hisfiststogether. He had not heard her. He needed something a lot
stronger than the vodka. Coretta looked into the medicine cabinet, then back at the distraught
Russian. There seemed to be no effect left of the sleeping pills she had given him, which should
have been strong enough to put him under for hours. Could she get him to take any more?
Unlikely, he seemed unawar e of her, uncaring. He had deteriorated very rapidly.

She opened a metal box and removed the pressure hypoder mic, then rooted out a plastic bottle
of noctex. Enough of thiswould put an elephant to sleep. And the advantage of the pressure
hypo was that you didn't have to have a needle to break the skin. Just pressthe device against
the body anywhere and a blast of high pressure air sent the droplets of chemical right through
the skin. She would have to put the big Russian under whether heliked it or not. A good shot to
keep him down until the danger was past. Or all over—but she wasn't going to think about that.
He was a patient and she had to do her best for him. Very quietly she closed the locker and held
thesilver bulk of the hypoder mic behind her leg. Then pushed off towards Gregor. He had his
back turned, his head lowered, was unawar e of her. The back of his neck with the curly blond
hairswastheright spot. Just place and press. She floated close, raising the hypoder mic.

"It isacrimewhat they are doing to us!" Gregor shouted, straightening, hislegs banging against
the couch—just as Coretta pushed the hypoder mic at him.

The nozzle sslammed into his shoulder, jarring it, sending a gust of droplets past his face.
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"What isthis?" heroared, seeing the apparatus extended like a gun towards hishead. " You are
trying to kill me! You cannot do that!"

He lashed out with his hand, slapping the hypoder mic from her grasp, sending it hurtling acr oss
the compartment to crash into the wall, the for ce of his blow sending them both tumbling and
turning. They collided and he struck again—thistime at Coretta.

"You want to kill me!"

The slap was clumsy, the reaction of his movement spinning him about even as he struck. A fist
fight would beimpossiblein freefall. But the flat of hispalm struck her forehead and his wedding
ring gashed her skin; small droplets of blood formed in the wound. The sight of the blood
angered him even more and he lashed out again, but with little effect.



His eyes were blank, histemper overwhelming. He clutched madly at the fabric of Coretta's
jumpsuit to pull her closer, punching with his free hand, clumsy blows that she twisted away from.

" Gregor, stop it," she shouted. " Stop it, please!"

They drifted and spun, bouncing from the couches, drifting towards the wall, their insane ballet in
space accompanied by the soaring music of the concerto. Gregor was panting now with the effort,
still wild with fear and anger. To avoid his blows Coretta pulled him closeto her, put her arms
around hisbody and buried her head in his chest so he could not strike her face.

His anger spluttered out He sobbed deeply and placed his hands over his eyes.

"My God, what am | doing. ... | did not know. ... Thereisblood on your face. | did that."
"It'snot important, it'sall over now."

"No, I'm so sorry. Very sorry. | ask you to forgive me. | have hurt you, | have broken bones.”
"No, nothing, really."

Gregor was distraught now, hisanger forgotten, running his hands down her arms, holding them,
as though expecting to find the bones broken there. Pulling her to him, wrapping her in hisarms.

His breath loud in her ears, coming faster now. She reached to disentangle hisarms.
"I'msorry,” hesaid softly,” ... sorry."
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"Don't be," shesaid, equally as quiet, awar e that his hands were on her back, moving lower,
pressing his body tight to hers. The passion of hisanger turning suddenly to another kind of
passion.

Coretta knew it had gone far enough and knew how to stop it. Yet, even as she thought of that
she wondered why she should stop it. She was a woman, and had been married. She found that
this big, gloomy, passionate Russian attracted her. And—she fought hard not to laugh at the
thought—turning the laughter into a smile instead—by God, thiswas a first in space; one for the
books. Gregor saw the smile on her lips and touched it with his fingertips, whispering soft
Russian terms of endearment as he did. A single, long zipper closed the jumpsuit she wore and
he slid it open slowly, revealing the brown warmth of her bare skin inside.

She wor e no bra—what need without gravity?— and her breasts were full and round. He bent his
face, burying it in their warmth, kissing her over and over. She held his head tightly against her.
Helped him to open thelong zipper, all the way. She slipped out of her suit and helped him from
his*

It was good, strangely good, floating weighdess in space as though deep in the ocean. The waves
of the music broke over them ... and broke again ...
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GET 16:41

" Baloney, salami or rat cheese, Mr. Flax, that'sthelot. And you can have them on white or
white."

Flax glared at the tray of unappetizing looking sandwiches.

"Why isit, Charley," he asked, "that the second a mission starts the commissary runs out of



everything edible and starts sending us up thiskind of drek} | suppose the bread's stale too?"
"You got it right, Mr. Flax. But, after all it's after seven at night, you can't expect..."
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"1 can't what} | can't expect decent food because it is after union hours or something? | got men
her e been working twenty-four hourswithout a break and the best you can come up with is
hor se-cock sandwiches?"

"Not me, | just bring 'em. You want one?"

" Can beggars be choosers." Flax grumbled, anger dissipated asfast asit had come, and he
shifted hisweight in the chair to ease his numb legs. He ought to walk around. After he ate
something. " Give me one of each. Thanks."

Hethrew away one slice of bread from each sandwich, and mashed the remainder together into a
triple decker. It was almost edible. He chewed slowly on a big mouthful and listened to the
instructions from the fission engine team in his ear phones.

"...that'sthe one, painted yellow, to theright of the mounting. You're going to haveto cut out a
section of the pipe and crimp-seal the lower end. Right..."

All of the time he was talking, eating, he was awar e of that voice and of the two men in the
vacuum of spacetrying to repair the atomic engines. Working always against the clock. At the
thought his eyeswent up to the GET readout. 16:43. It flipped over to 44 as he watched. Time
was running out. A light blinked and he threw a switch.

" Russian desk here, Flax. |'ve been on the KY and Baikonur and they swear they have nothing
operational that could rendezvous with Prometheus before the deadline. They have a Soyuz coming
on line in about two days but they have no way of cutting this time by more than a few hours. This
matches the info in our records and, if you will pardon my saying so, the CIA intelligence. | got
through to them without asking you, | know I should..."

"No, not thistime. You wereright, thanks. Then we're sure there's no chance of getting a Soviet
rocket to rendezvousin time?"

" Absolutely. Sorry. A real zero."
"Thanksanyway." Hethrew the switch.

No help coming from the Soviets. And the NASA shuttle could not be rushed on line for a week
at least, at utmost speed. They were doing that in any case, readying it as fast asthey could. If
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Prometheus could get out of this orbit they still might need help. It was coming as fast asit could.

If only the Air Force had their shuttle on the line now. By hindsight he could have arranged it, as a backup
measure. Spilt milk again; no point in kicking himself. It was al hush-hush and secret projects, but there
was no way that secrets could be kept from other people in the same business. The shuttle payload, yes
that was hush-hush enough, though everyone was guessing what they needed a twenty-ton capacity for.
The military never stopped playing their expensive games. Bannerman had said that a shuttle wasn't on line
now, and he was the one who should know. But he hadn't said just how long it would take to ready one.
That was athought. If it was only aday or two away it could be of help if Prometheus did get into a slightly
better orbit. Ask Bannerman? No, no point in bothering the White House again; they were still in the
cabinet mesting.



Should he call the Cape itself? As he thought this he groaned and reached for the black coffee, washing the
last of the tastel ess sandwich down with the cold coffee. A gourmet feast. No, he couldn't think of calling
directly to aclassified project. Maybe two years from now they would let him know what they were doing.
Then what could he do? In through the side door. Who was working on this project that he knew well
enough to phone, who might cut through some of the red tape? Among the military, no one, the
engineers—of course! Ask the right question, get the right answer. Wolfgang Ernsting. They had worked
together countless hours before Wolfgang had opted for bigger money and secret research. One of the
original Peenemunde team that VVon Braun had brought. He grabbed up the phone.

"I want to make a person-to-person call to Florida."

A sudden summer storm lashed rain against the windows of the tiny cubicle, rivulets of water cutting
streaks through the New Y ork soot. Cooper, Science Editor of the Gazette-Times, looked at the rain but did
not see it, was not aware of it. His mind was centered on turning hard fact and soft speculation into purple
prose. He gave alast chomp on hisink-stained nailsto drive the
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ideas into place, then began to peck feverishly with two fingers on the ancient Underwood standard.

"A greater disaster isin the making," he wrote, "one that will make the tragedy of Cottenham New Town
insignificant by comparison. The screaming death that hurtled out of the clear sky on that helpless city was
just a single booster of the complex array of boosters, six in al, that lifted Prometheus into orbit where it
now rests unstably, hurtling over our heads once every eighty-eight minutes. The boosters are toys
compared to Prometheus for with its payload this vehicle weighs in excess of two thousand tons. A figure
so large as to be meaningless—until we compare it to something we know. A US Navy destroyer. An
entire destroyer isup there over our heads. The weight of all those guns, armor, engines, bombs, shells,
munitions, al of that weight ready to fall. And fall it will—and bring down with it something far worse than
sheer mass. Radioactive poisoning! For asfuel for Prometheus's motor thereis carried five hundred
pounds of uranium. When Prometheus hits the ground and explodes with the forces of a small nuclear
bomb it will have anuclear fallout for that poisonous radioactive metal will be turned to poisonous
radioactive gasin an instant. Enough to kill two million peopleif it were dispersed finely enough. And
where will this atomic bomb from outer space hit? It will strike ..."

Where would the damn thing come down? Cooper thought. He turned to a Mercator map of the world that
he had spread on the desk. On top of it was a transparent overlay sheet with the sine-wave shaped orbit
drawn upon it. With each orbit the track changed as the Earth below revolved out from under the satellite.
S0 ... there ... on the twenty-eighth orbit, when they had announced it would impact the atmosphere, it
would be going ... Christ!... right over the middle of the US!

Cooper shivered and looked out at the dark sky. The black birds of his predictions were coming home to
roost. Far closer to his own head than he liked.

"We must face all the possibilities, Mr. President,” Dr. Schlochter said, nodding as he spoke. "Thereisa
good chance that
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Prometheus may be destroyed

"1 don't want to think about it. | get an ulcer when | do. Drag-oni, another bourbon and step on
it."

"We must consider, | am afraid. Must consider the international aspects of another disaster.
What thiswould do to our relations with the Soviet Union and with other nations."

"Hey, do we consider thefive peoplein that thing and what we can do to help them?" Grodzinski
asked. Dillwater nodded in the direction of the Secretary of Labor, a nod that was almost a slight



bow of recognition. Grodzinski, for all of his gross and obvious faults, was at least thinking like a
human being, about human beings.

"They are not our consideration," Schlochter said, hisnostrilsflared slightly.

"1 begto differ with the Secretary of State," Dillwater said. " | speak for NASA when | say the
lives of those people are most valuable to us. It could not be different.”

"They'revaluable, they're valuable,” Bandin said, icerattling in hisglass. " But that is not what
we are talking about right this moment now. Thisis another consideration completely. What if
they don't get that thing patched up? What if it does come down in twenty-six hours? Can we let
it take out some American town like it did that Limey one? How are we going to stop that?"

"Thereisaway," Bannerman said.
" A way to save thiswhole thing?" Bandin asked.

"| did not say that, Mr. President. | said there was a way to prevent Prometheus from falling and
causing another disaster on Earth."

"What'sthat?"
"If it could be destroyed in space—"
" Areyou saying what 1'm thinking, Bannerman?"

"l am, sir. We have defense rocketsin silosand on the alert at all timesto prevent a sudden
nuclear surprise attack. These rockets are designed to inter cept other rockets aimed at the
United States and to destroy them. Thiswould be a good test of the ability of the system."

Simon Dillwater had to fight to keep the revulsion from his voice when he spoke. " Are you
talking about deliberately
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destroying five human beings, General ? Three of whom are American citizens?"

"I am." Bannerman was calm, unmoved. "We take far greater losses in combat during awar and no one
complains. By tomorrow morning ten times that number will be dead in auto accidents on our highways. It's
not the number of livesthat should be considered, nor the citizenship of the persons involved. Our only
thought must be preventing alarger disaster that could be caused by the rocket striking the Earth."

"Have you thought what would happen to the Prometheus program if this were done?* Dillwater asked.

"That is not aconsideration at this moment,” Bannerman answered in his coldest drillfield voice. "If you'd
done a better design job of building Prometheus we wouldn't bein this trouble right now."

"Y ou cannot say that

"That's enough!" Bandin shouted. "Y ou people can fight later. Now we have a problem on our hands.
General, get me an up-to-date report on the defense rockets. Y ou know, are they ready to go and so
on—and when is the latest moment they would have to have the command to fire to knock this thing down
before it hits the US."

"Yes, Mr. President. I'll have that in afew minutes."
"How would it be done, | mean what kind of warhead ...?"

"Atomic. You'll excuse meif | usethe phone."



There was silence in the room. Grodzinski fumbled with his pencil on the table before him, looking shrunk.
Dillwater was silent and erect but he could not keep the horror he felt from hisface. Only Schlochter
seemed unmoved.

"We must plan for the worst," he said. "The complete loss of this mission in every way. If this
occurs—what will the effect be on the Prometheus Project as awhole. Mr. Dillwater?"

"The project... yes,of course. It will set us back ayear at |east, to replace the space station. Y ou must
realize that, after initiating construction of the generator, the vehicle with its atomic engines was to be used
in high orbit as the last stagein the shuttle to ferry up the additional building materials. Without it we can't
get the construction operating.”
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"A year. You don't mean ayear?' Bandin said, hisface gray.
"| am afraid that's the minimum, sir.”

"Then that's the election,” Bandin said. "Therell be some corn-fed yokel sitting in this chair and you will all
be out of ajob aswell. If you don't want that you are going to have to think of something pretty quick."

"Unlessthey repair the atomic engine," Bannerman said. "That's the only chance we have now. They must
stick with that until it's done.”

"Y ou bet your butt on that," Bandin said. "How are they doing, Dillwater? What's the status, the latest?"

"No change, Mr. President. The pilot and Dr. Bron are outside the vehicle making the repairs as instructed
by Mission Control. Things are going as planned.”

"How much longer?’

"I hesitateto say .. ."

"Force yoursdlf."

"At aguess, and | really am guessing now, | would say that they could be finished inside another hour."
"Let's hope they are."

"We all pray that they are, Mr. President."
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GET 17:08

"It looks like a chicken wrapped up for the oven," Ely said, looking at the great mass of crumpled aluminium
foil that was wrapped round the stern of Prometheus, around the nuclear engine. There seemed to be acres
of it, amound fifty feet wide with only the mouths of the engines projecting from it. He was clipped to the
hull with Patrick floating nearby in the AMU.

"WEell it's a chicken we are going to have to unwrap before we can get at the engine's guts. Which oneis
it?"

"On the far side, that one, there."
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Patrick worked the AMU's controls and drifted across the base of the ship while Ely worked his
way around from clip to clip. By the time hereached the site Patrick had already peeled free a



great sheet of foil and was digging deeper. They labored in silence, tearing at the aluminium fail,
hurling it aside so that lengths of it were soon floating away in all directions. They were panting
beforethey were done.

" Are you ready to proceed with instructions?" The voice sounded in their ears.
"No we'renot and we'll tell you when we are."

Ely snarled the words, then gasped to get his breath back. Mission Control had enough sense
not to answer. His back ached, every muscle in his body was sore, and he panted heavily, close
to exhaustion. He couldn't wipe away the sweat because of the pressure suit and drops of it ran
down hisnose, itching and annoying. He shook his head to clear them away but it didn't work.

"Arevyou all right?" Patrick asked, touching the control on hisAMU so that a jet of gas puffed
out and floated him along the base of the engine; he grabbed a support to stop his motion.

"No I'm goddamned well not all right." Ely choked out thewords. "1 don't know how much
longer | can goon."

"1'm bushed too—but we haveto stick with it. Right now it takes two of us. Let'sfinish it then
you take arest whilel go on to the hydrogen-helium heat exchanger."

"If I could only get out of thissuit for a few minutes

"Negative. We don't have the timeto repressurize and start the whole thing all over again."
Patrick tried to keep hisvoice cool, keep composed, but hewas just astired as Ely. Or more so,
his nerves stretched taut. " No time, do you under stand that? We've got to stick to this, there's
nothing else we can do."

" Are you ready to proceed, Prometheus?"

"No fucking lectures, Patrick, | can live without that. And shut up, Mission Control, we'll tell
you when we'reready. | don't know if | can doit, my eyeswon't focus "

"1'm sorry about thelecture. Thisis getting to usall.”

Patrick floated close to the other man, until their faceplates almost touched, reaching out a hand
to Ely's shoulder. Through the layers of fabric and plastic he could just feel the human being
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inside when he closed hisfingers hard. They were alone therein space, in the vacuum of eternity
that reached away on all sides, the sharp points of the starsjust markersalong the way. The
steel shell of Prometheus was next to them, a capsule of lifein the terrible emptiness, while
filling half the sky was Earth.

"We've no choice, Ely," Patrick said. " It took billions of dollarsto get us up here and millions of
hours of labor. And it'sall awasteif we don't finish thisjob. There'sreally nothing else we can
do."

"Right," Ely said. " Sorry about that. Let's get on with it. What's next, Mission Control ?"

They had been waiting in Houston, listening in silence, powerlessto help. All they could do was
describe what had to be done and hope that the two exhausted men in space would do it
correctly.

" The plate before you, it should have a stencilled number Peter Alfred seven six on it There are four
duz fasteners'



"Roger. Can | havethescrewdriver, Pat."

Patrick undipped the safety line and passed the bulky form of the machineto Ely. " | have the big
bladein it. Set for extract, minimum speed. Ready to trigger."

"Right."

Ely swung about, braced against the clip he had fastened to the hull and put the blade into the
slot of the first fastener. When he pressed thetrigger it whined rapidly, the flywheel inside
spinning against the torque of the head, turning swiftly.

"What isthe..." Ely started to say just asthe blade dug into the aluminium and was torn from his
hand. " Too fast!"

The power screwdriver floated away from them, a mote of light in darkness.

"1'll get it—hold on," Patrick shouted, kicking the AMU about and levering the gas for forward
flight. He soared out after the power driver, grabbing it to him as he passed, then braked to a
stop. Hisreturn flight was much slower.

"You had it on high," Ely called out angrily. " It pulled right out of my hand when it dugin."

"1'm sorry, a mistake, but you should have attached the safety line. If you did thiswouldn't have
happened..."

"Ely, Patrick, thetime on the GET is 17:34/' Nadya said, her
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quiet words cutting through their angry ones. "How is the work proceeding?"
Patrick took a deep shuddering breath. "Proceeding as planned. Thanks Nadya."
"Would you like meto relieve one of you?"

"A very good idea. As soon as we get this plate off I'm sending Ely in. If he transfers to the flight cabin
umbilical you can take his place out here."

"I'mall right," Ely said.

"No, you're not. Neither am |. As soon as you feel better you can take my place. If we work in turnslike
thisit should help us al. Now get on with the plate.”

"Right."

The plate was finally free, disclosing a maze of pipes and cables below.

"Can you see a black cable with a green tracer?"

"It looks like alot of spaghetti,” Ely said, moving his head closer. "Thislooks like t, yes, green markings."

"You are going to have to cut it You'll find if you pull up there is some give and you can work a loop
of it up high enough.”

"It's... not easy ..."
"Let me seeif | can get ahand oniit,” Patrick said, drawing himself close.

Each pulling, they managed to get a black arch of the cable up from the others below, two, three inches
high.



"It'll beabitchto cut,” Patrick said. "Too thick for any of the tack we have. Well have to burn it through.”
"lsn't that dangerous, with the other wires just behind?"
"Our only choice. Fire up the torch and passit down to me."

Ely pulled himself back to the engine support to which they had clipped the tools. He detached the
oxyacetylene torch and fastened it to aloop of his own umbilicals. Then he turned on the automatic gas
regulator and thumbed the spark switch. The shining exhaust of frozen gas particles turned to alance of
flame.

"Hereitis"

"WATCH OuT!"

Patrick shouted the words—too late.

As he turned with the flaming torch Ely did not see the top of
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his own umbilicals floating up before him. The umbilicals seemed to have alife of their own as the slightest
motion started them moving, the motion passed aong their length like some half-sentient serpent.

Theloop reared up and the flame burned into it.

Patrick grabbed the torch, turned it off—and they both looked in frozen horror at the blackened oxygen
hose. It had been half burnt through, the wire-wound outer casing penetrated, the flexible inner rubber lining
swelling out in agreat blister. Only for an instant did it stay like that for even as they reached to contain it, it
burst.

Ely screamed as his air bubbled out in atorrent of crystals, the sound of his voice getting weaker and
weaker asthe air that carried the sound ebbed away.

"Hold your breath!" Patrick shouted. "Hold your breath, I'll get you inside." He grabbed the burst hose in his
glove but could not contain the gas which bubbled out between hisfingers. "Inside! Nadya, start
pressurizing now, we need every second."”

He seized Ely with his free hand and worked the jets on the AMU, a short hard blast, then a course
correction, full on. It was a crawling pace, a drift towards the distant safety of the open hatch, floating
forward with the loops of the umbilical trailing out behind. Patrick had his faceplate close to Ely's and could
see his mouth shut, then his eyes, dowly, with ice crystals already beginning to form on them.

The open hatch. Brake, grab the edge. Then shove the unconscious man through it, pushing the loops of
trailing umbilicals after him.

"Get him near the air inlet,” he called out, fumbling with the belt that held him to the AMU, disentangling
himself from it and forcing himself to take the timeto clip it to aring in the hull before diving through the
hatch. The very last thing he did was to close the valves and disconnect himself from the air supply of the
AMU. Holding his breath, not taking the time to reattach inside, closing the hatch.

The white snow of the air turned to invisible gas as the atmosphere was pumped into the flight cabin.
Nadya was bending over the still form on the floor. Patrick jumped to the pressure gauge.
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Quarter atmospheric, good enough. Then he wasrotating the wheel of the hatch to the crew
compartment—was blown back asthe air rushed into the only partially pressurized cabin.



Nadya was turning Ely's helmet, removing it. Patrick realized that he was still holding his breath
so took off his own helmet as well, gasping in welcome lungfuls of air.

"Coretta, in here at once," Patrick shouted.

"Theair, what happened to the pressure?" she said, coming out through the hatch.
"It's Ely, hishose was cut."

"L et me see him. Someone bring the big green metal case from my locker."

" Prometheus, you have an emergency with Dr. Bron" Mission Control'svoicerattled from the
wall speaker. " Medical monitoring reports no pulmonary activity, heart functions weakening."

" Give merunning reports on respiration, pulse and heart," Coretta called out as she put the
oxygen mask over Ely'sface and triggered the valve. " Get this suit off him so we can use
artificial respiration."

She let the oxygen tank drift away and bent her lipsto his, sealing his nose with her hand, giving
him the kiss of life. Awar e of the crystals of frozen perspiration on hisicy skin.

" We have treatment suggestions from the medical team, Prometheus, are you ready to copy?"

" Copying," Nadya said, taking the notepad from the pocket on her leg. Patrick slumped, he
would havefallen if there had been gravity, totally exhausted by the last spurt of effort. Coretta
bent over the unconscious man while Gregor looked on in shocked silence.

"What... will happen to him?" Gregor asked. No one dared to answer.
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GET 17:45

"Mister, it'sgone a quarter to eleven at night The old Smithsonian been closed maybe five
hoursnow. Ain't no onethere.”

The cab driver wasfiftyish, amiable, black, and didn't want to strand this nice little old man in the
middle of the Washington night. Not with the mugger s and such around.

"1 have afriend that worksthere," Professor Weisman explained patiently, holding tight to his
briefcase.

" 'Fraid she's gone home now."

"1'm sure she has, but someone there must know her address or her phone number."
"Tried the phone book?"

"Unlisted."

" Better get in. We'll drive around and maybe find the night watchman. But | don't want to just
leave you there, not this hour of the night."

At thishour of the night it was a short drive from Union Station to the Smithsonian Institute. It
loomed up ahead, redbrick and Victorian, a castellated fortress appearing very much out of place
among its ultramoder n, Greek-templed neighbors. The cab driver stopped before the entrance
and looked carefully into the shadows befor e he opened the back door.



"There'sanight bell under that light there, street looks okay now," he said.
"Thank you, | wouldn't worry too much,"” Weisman said, climbing out of the cab.

"1 got reason. A girl mugged and killed last night just a block from the White House. Thisain't
Funsville.

"Oh dear! Thank you." Weisman moved faster than he usually did and arrived, panting, at the
door. He leaned on the bell which he could hear ringing dimly deep inside the building. It took a
ninute befor e the watchman appear ed. His large belly pushed out

179

the blue of hisuniform shirt; he kept his hand on the butt of his revolver as he came slowly towards the
door.

*Whaddya want?" he shouted through the glass, making no attempt to openit. "We're closed."
"ItisDr. Tribe | want to see."

"She's gone home, come back in the morning."”

"I need to contact her now. Do you have her address or her home phone number?"

"Listen mister, we're closed. And we can't give out that kind of information anyhow." He started away,
then reluctantly turned back when the bell started ringing again.

"Y ou don't understand, thisis an emergency, a matter of life and death really. Could you phone Dr. Tribe
and tell her that Professor Weisman is here and must see her at once. She will know my name."

With the utmost reluctance at this break from routine, the watchman agreed but he did not open the door
before he slumped off towards the phone. Weisman stood on the steps, looking worriedly at the shadows as
the minutes ticked by. The cab driver watched him and shook his head unhappily. And kept his window
rolled up most of the way despite the heat of the night. It was less than five minutes before the watchman
returned, but it seemed an age to Weisman.

"The doctor said to come to her place because | said you had a cab waiting. The addressis 4501 out on
Connecticut."

"Y es, thank you, very much indeed.”

Weisman dropped happily into the security of the cab and dabbed at his forehead as they drove. By the
time they had crossed the bridge in Rock Creek Park he was feeling better. Dr. Tribe would know what to
do.

She made him sit down and have a cup of coffee while she listened to him. As he explained she forgot her
own coffee which cooled before her. In the end she just clutched the papers he had given her and looked at
them unseeingly.

"You're sure of this, Sam, absolutely sure?’

"How can there be any other answer? There are the figures, the photographs, all laid out before you. There
can be no other conclusion.”
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"No, of course not. Have you told anyone el se about this?"

"No one. | had no ideawho to tell and the few people | called for advice weren't there. It was most
confusing. | thought you, being in Washington, would know what to do."



"I certainly do." She stood and went to the phone. "I know an undersecretary at State. He'll come around in
his car and take us there."

"There? Where?' Weisman was tired and more than alittle confused.

"To the White House, of course. The President is the only one who can act on information like this."
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GET 23:24
"He's breathing," Coretta said. "M ore than that—I'd hate to say."

She looked down at the unconscious form of Ely Bron. He had been strapped down to his couch and the
extra deeping bags tied to him for warmth. His face was waxy and pale and he did not move at al. The
others grouped around him, Patrick floating free, the others clipped down, silent.

"Will he stay unconscious like that?" Patrick asked. Coretta nodded.

"Y es. He's had a severe shock, superficial freezing of his skin and eyelids, suspended respiration, oxygen
deprivation—and the last is the one to worry about. Mission Control took the time from the tapes they made
of our communication with them, also from Ely's biological scanners. It was amost four and a half minutes
from the moment of the accident until the time | started mouth to mouth resuscitation.”

"l went asfast as | could-----
"Patrick! No one's blaming you. Quite the opposite, | doubt if
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anyone else could have got him back that quickly. That's not what | mean. It isjust the time he went
without breathing. No breath, no oxygen. Most human organs can last along time without oxygen.”

"The brain can't,” Gregor said.

"That's right. He may have irreparable brain damage. We won't know until he regains consciousness."
Coretta hesitated before she spoke again. "If he ever does.”

"It isthat bad?' Nadya asked.
"I'm afraid s0."

"All right then," Patrick said, taking a deep breath. "He's your patient, Coretta, and | know you'll take the
best care of him possible. Do you need any help?"

"No, | can handleit myself."

"Good. Nadya, get on to Mission Control and tell them what's happened. Tell them you and | will be going
out again to finish the repairs. There can't be much left to do. Ask them for an estimated time on that, how
much more we have to do. They know by now how fast we can work—or rather how slowly."

"Vas ponyal, Patrick. Nyet prahblern”

She pushed herself towards the flight cabin and Patrick turned to follow her. Gregor took him by the arm.
"I would like tc help," he said. Patrick looked at him closdly.

"Areyou sure that you're up to it?" he asked.

"Do you mean am | till chattering with fear? Yes| am. But now | can control it. Coretta helped.”



"Alls?'

"Well ... sort of. Sheisafine doctor." He was smiling, and so was Coretta. Patrick blinked at them through
ahaze of fatigue.

"I hope you're right, Gregor. I'm really bushed. If you could get out there and help Nadya | could monitor
from the flight cabin. It would really help—and might make the difference between doing and not doing the
job. | am so tired that | don't trust myself any more."

"I haverested and | am fit. And you can trust me."

"I dways have." On impulse he reached out and took the big Russian's hand. "This has been no joy-ride
until now so maybeit
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will haveto get better. Whatever happens working with you, Nadya and the Colonel, it's been
worthwhile. Hands across the sea, hey? A little cooperation in thismixed up world." He shook
hishead. " Sorry, |'m going on too much, just tired."

"No, | understand, tovarich. It has been the same for me as well."

"Right, then. Your pressuresuit'sin that locker there. Coretta, can you help him intoit? Or
should I?"

"No, it'sall right," shelooked at Ely. " There's nothing to be done for him at the moment, I'll
help him."

" Okay. Suit up and join us, Gregor. I'm afraid we're going to have to lock you in again, Coretta.
You'll beon your own."

"That'sfine. I'm the only one who can take care of Ely in any case. Now fix those damn engines
and get us out of here." She smiled as she said it, softening her words.

"Will do."

He kicked off into the flight cabin and pulled himself down into his couch. " Mission Control," he
said into his microphone.

" Comein, Prometheus.”
" Flax. You know what's happened to Ely. It doesn't look good."
"7 know, Patrick."

"Listen, even if we do manageto kick into the higher orbit, it's not going to help him. He hasto
get back to Earth, to a hospital. When's the soonest a shuttle can rendezvous?"

" Two weeks on the resupply"

"What about the Air Force?"

"Vm looking into that now. VII let you know as soon as | have a report.”
" Can you impress upon them how urgent it is."

"J think they know, Patrick. | think everyone knows..."

"Out." Patrick disconnected and looked over at Nadya on the next couch. She looked
exhausted. " Can anyone possibly know?" he asked.



"1 think they do. I'm sure everyone is doing everything possible. There'sjust so little they can
do. Wewill just haveto do it ourselves, won't we?"

"How right you are." He smiled, crookedly and tiredly, but still miled. "Wedo it ourselves. As
consolation we have the fact that it

i8;
certainly can't get any worse."

Searing light, incredibly bright, aquick stab of burning light outside where only the blackness of space had
been amillisecond before.

Light that was pain. Nadya screamed, over and over, pressing her hands to her tortured eyes, screamed
without stopping at the endless agony.

In the crew compartment the light came from behind, through the half-closed hatch, like the beam of an
intensely bright searchlight swept suddenly across the opening. Coretta was bent over, closing afastening
on Gregor's boot and she straightened up, blinking, shocked.

"What was that ..." she said and the screaming cut off her words.

They moved together towards the hatch, but he was clumsy in the massive pressure suit and she reached
the opening first, pushed through. Darkness and night outside, the stars as always, and Nadya still
screaming and clutching her eyes. Patrick was pulling himself blindly towards her couch, his eyes closed
and streaming with tears, his face drawn with pain. His breath came in great gasps and Coretta knew that
he should be screaming too. She pushed off towards them and as she did something white and obscene
swam into view outside.

It was adisc of ghostly pale light below them, changing and moving, sipping away behind them even as she
watched. There was no way to judge its size or distance against the emptiness of space. But it waslarge.
And streamers of fire arched overhead. She could make no sense of it all.

" Boshemai..."
Gregor was beside her, breathing the words in a prayer, transfixed just as she was.
"What isit... what is happening?' she asked.

"It's the atmosphere, stimulated air glow emission, the streams of light, like the Northern Lights. It could
only be caused by, but it cannot be, an atomic explosion in space. We are moving away from it now."

"But how... | mean here... what?"
"What?" Patrick roared the words, roaring with pain and anger
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holding the sobbing Nadya. " A bomb, that'swhat it was. A missile with an atomic war head!
" Someone hasjust tried to blow us out of space!”

33

GET 23:27

Simon Dillwater clutched the sheaf of paperstightly and stared at the large photograph of the
sun. Then heriffled the sheets of computations before looking up.

"| assumethat you have checked all of your figures most thoroughly, Professor Weisman?" he



said.

Weisman nodded. " A thing like this, you don't like to make mistakes. | ran them through the
computer many times. Backwards and forwards, up and down. There's no mistake."

"Might | ask if you have any idea why our people did not come up with this?"

"Why should they? It'sa small field, a new one. There aren't that many solar astronomersin any
case. And those interested in the interaction with the upper atmosphere, who really know their
business, a handful. Not even a handful. In fact just two. Me and Moish."

"Moish?"

"1 just call him that, to myself, we have never met. But we correspond all the time. Academician
M oshkin."

"A Russian?"
" Of course."

"Yes, of course." Dillwater stood up, histall lean form over shadowing that of thelittle professor.
"1 must thank you for what you have done, for making the effort to contact us quickly. My thanks
to your associates aswell." He nodded, bowed slightly, in the direction of Margaret Tribe and
theundersecretary. "I'll bring these factsto the attention of the President at once. He
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will want to know. Where can | contact you, Professor Weis-man?"
" Philadelphia...."

"Not at thistime of night,” Dr. Tribe said, firmly. " The professor will be staying at my house. I'll
leave the address at the desk."

" Thank you, thank you very much.. .."

Hiswordstrailed off, interrupted by the distant slam of a door. A slam} Doors weren't slammed
in the White House! And running feet. The corridor outside hammered to their sound and a
moment later an Army officer with a briefcase, flanked by two MPs, ran by.

" Please excuse me," Simon Dillwater said, composedly, and turned and left. Inwardly he was not
composed at all. Something important was happening. He must return to the cabinet meeting at
once. He fought back the desireto run and instead walked at a firm and regular pace. There
seemed to be a buzz of activity on all sides, something unexpected here after eleven at night.
There wer e extra guards outside the entrance to the executive offices; the captain in command
stepped forward and raised his hand.

" Could | seeyour identification, sir."
"What—but you just let me out of thisdoor some minutes ago."
"1'm sorry, sir. Identification if you please.”

Good gracious—his hand was actually resting on his gun butt. Dillwater dug out hisidentification
card, which should have been on hisjacket pocket, and handed it over. The officer consulted a
list and nodded.

"That'sfine, Mr. Dillwater." Heraised hishand as Dillwater started to step forward. " Just one
mor e formality, if you please. Would you tell me your wife's mother's first name."



"What, why on earth should |1 ?"

"You won't get in unless you do. ASCM. Accelerated Security Check Measures. |'ve just taken
thisbook from the safe.”

" But... why?"

"I'm afraid | don't know, sir. Just following orders. The name...?"
"Maria."

"That'scorrect. Pleasego in."
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More guards at each door and in the corridorsin between until Dillwater finally entered the conference
room. He stood, dazed, unbelieving. When he had left short minutes ago the atmosphere had been subdued,
everyonetoo tired to talk, going over the latest reports from Mission Contral.

Now it was near to bedlam. Bandin was standing and shouting—and Bannerman was shouting back.

"... | want them up there and the frigging button pressed and everyone scrambled on the alert

"Mr. President, you have just got no goddamn business to do that. It might be the very wrong thing. The
Hot Line, get on the Hot Line to Polyarni and find out what he knows. Tell him that all we know isthat it's
not one of ours. Tell him that loud and clear or the missiles could start flying soon."

"Thedert..."

"The Interception Alert has gone. That's al internal and no one on the outside will get their ballsinto an
uproar. But that is all we must do until you talk to Polyarni."

The President was still upset, too tired to make his mind up. In the brief silence the Secretary of State
spoke.

"The Generdl is correct, Mr. President. Everything that should be done at this moment has been done. Y ou
must talk with Polyarni, tell him what we know. That our satellites and tracking stations have recorded an
atomic explosion in space over the Soviet Union. And it was not one of ours. Period."

Dillwater sat down heavily, trying to get the facts into perspective. What could this mean, an atomic
explosion? The answer came quickly. His through line to Mission Control rang and he answered it
automatically. Flax was on the other end and, as he spoke, Dillwater felt his body grow numb, cold. What
he heard was impossible—yet he knew it had to be true. He made notes on his pad and, finally, spoke.

"Thank you, Flax. | will tell them, yes, that'sright."

He hung up the phone and rose slowly to hisfeet. "Mr. President,” he said, but his voice was ignored,
unheard. He spoke again, dightly louder, but still no one gave heed. Anger gripped him, he shook
uncontrollably and his face grew red.

"SHUT UP, ALL OF YOU! "he shouted at the top of his lungs.
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They shut. Shocked, by this cry of rage from a man who never raised his voice above a polite
conversational level. The whole room was silent for a moment and Bandin wasthefirst to
recover. But, even as he opened his mouth to speak, Dillwater spoke first.

"Mission Control reportsthat the atomic explosion was directed at Prometheus. Someone tried
to blow it up.”



"Who ... why ...?" The President spoke for them all.

"That isnot known yet. Mission Control reportsthat apparently the missile, bomb, whatever it
was, did not hit. But there have been injuries. As soon asthere are more details they will call
back. ..." The phoneat his elbow buzzed and he answered it, nodded. " Mr. Dragoni, will you
please patch this call through to the speaker. It isareport from Prometheus."

"Mission Control calling Prometheus. Go ahead."

"Thisis Prometheus, Gregor Salnikov here, it is unbelievable, that this could have happened. ..."
Hisvoice died away to a mumble.

" Please come in, Prometheus, the President and his cabinet are listening. What was it that
happened?"

" An explosion. An atomic explosion in space. | have no way of estimating how close it was. Dr.
Samuel and | were in the crew compartment, we were only aware of the blast. But the pilots, they
were facing out, they saw it. Thereis pain, they are blinded.... | must go, the doctor is calling me."
The voice switched off.

"Mission Control," Dillwater said. " How close was the explosion to Prometheus?"

" Unknown as yet. We have attempted to activate TV cameras at stations two and three and they do
not respond. If they are burned out the blast was below and behind the spacecraft. Cabin radiation
count confirms this."

"What do you mean?"

" There was only slight elevation of background radiation count in the cabin at the moment of
explosion. This could only have occurred if the base of the ship was pointed at the explosion. The
bulk of the engine, the biological shield and the hydrogen tank would have stopped the radiation."

"Thank God for that. But what about the pilots' eyes. Isthereblindness...?'
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" We cannot tell yet Reports will follow. Out"

There was a buzz of comment after the call. And confusion. The facts were there—but what did they
mean?

"Who would lob a bomb at Prometheus?' Bandin asked, as confused as all the rest. Except for Dillwater.
He was staring at the speckled photograph of the sun. When he spoke it was so softly that they had to
strain to hear.

"I know who did it. And | know why." He glanced up from the photograph. "Mr. President, is thisroom
security shielded?'

"Of course.”
"Then | must tell you that it was undoubtedly a Soviet missile that was fired at Prometheus.”
"Can you verify that?' Bannerman asked, icy cold.

"No, General, you will haveto do that. | can only tell you my reasons. Prometheus is now entering its
sixteenth orbit. In approximately eighty minutesit will be over Stalingrad. A few minutes ago, at the time of
the explosion, it was passing over the wasteland of Siberia. There are Soviet atomic missile sites there. This
was the last opportunity to take out Prometheus before it completed its final orbit and fell on Moscow."



"What are you saying, Dillwater?' The President was livid. "There are twenty hours yet before that thing is
dueto fall. And on the US, not on Russia.”

"No, Mr. President. | have just received new information that altersthis. Information that | am sure the
Soviet authorities have aswell." He held up the photo of the sun. "Thereis avery good chance that thisis
the last orbit and that they will crash and burn in about an hour."

"But—what changed?'

"The sun, Mr. President. If there should be a solar flare now, a sunspot, the sudden burst of radiation will
strike the upper atmosphere and cause it to expand. Prometheus is just brushing the fringes of atmosphere
asitis. If thiswereto riseit would cause the satellite to impact the atmosphere and crash.”

"That picture of the sun has something to do with it?' Bannerman asked.

"It does, General. It was taken alittle over two weeks ago. Y ou see this series of black spots? These are
solar flares about to be
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carried around to the back of the sun by itsrotation. They will be reappearing on the other limb
of the sun at any time now. They arethe beginning of a solar storm. |f they progress as normal
they will have developed into giant flares while out of sight on the far side of the sun. When
rotation bringsthem to this side of the sun again their immense radiation will be flowing out.
Eight and a half minuteslater it will impact thetop of the atmosphere ..."

" And Prometheuswill run into a solid wall of air," Bannerman said.

"That iscorrect The Soviets must have learned this and made an attempt to destroy the ship
beforeit could impact in Russia.”

"Thedirty bastards!"

"You wer e discussing doing the same thing your self, General, if | remember correctly."
Dillwater did not need to speak sharply for the impact of hiswordsto strike home. Bannerman's
neck reddened but he did not speak.

"You'resurethe Russians knew about this?" the President asked.
" Almost certain, sir. Why else would they have fired the missile?"

"Charley, get the Hot Lineworking. | want to talk to Polyarni. His story had better be good."
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GET 24:09

The cab turned into Rockefeller Plaza and stopped before the canopied entrance. Cooper
emerged, nodding histhanksto the doorman, unsureif he should tip the man or not.

"May | help you, sir?"
"The Mike M oor e show. | wastold..."

"Thereceptionist will take care of you." The door man was turning away as he spoke, giving all
his attention to the white Rolls-Royce that had slid into the space just vacated by the cab, 190

obviously considering journalists not worth his notice* Cooper tried not to sink as he entered the
lobby—and forced his knuckles away from his mouth. The receptionist was good-looking, in avery



lacquered way, and she actually smiled at him.
"Good evening, sir, welcome to the home of the world's finest television.”
"What? Oh, yes, thank you. My name is Cooper, | was told to come here for the Mike Moore show."

"Why yes, Mr. Cooper." She kept smiling while she ran her finger down alist of names. "They're expecting
you. Would you please use the third elevator in the bank and press the button for the forty-third floor.
Goodbye."

It was al very efficient, very smooth. Asthe elevator bent his knees and shot him into the air he looked in
the mirror beside him, made an attempt to brush the hair from his eyes and to straighten histie. Though he
had scrubbed his fingers there were still the black marks of ink on them. Perhaps no one would notice.

"Comein, comein, you'rethe last one and we were waiting for you."

Mike Moore ushered Cooper in himself, with a propelling hand in the small of his back. He was shorter and
looked alot smaller than he did on the TV screen, Cooper thought, but had areally nice coppery tan.
Cooper was too myopic to see that it was television make-up.

"Dr. Cooper, thisis Sharon Neil whom I'm sure you know by reputation. She's just won her second Emmy,
isn't that really great, and we are going to talk to her about that. And Bert Shakey of course."

Very much in awe he took Sharon Neil's hand, she was just as beautiful up close, then shook hands with the
fat comedian.

"What's up, Doc?"' Shakey said loudly, the only tone of voice he knew. "The end of the world in sight yet?"
"Not redly, but-"

"Thass good, because | wouldn't wantamissit!" Shakey laughed loudly at his own joke; Cooper managed a
polite smile.

"Well you good people are my show tonight, and | really am looking forward to talking to you." Mike smiled
whitely and waved towards a coffee trolley. "Help yourself if you like, the
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cheese danish areredlly great. After the show the bar is open but | hope you don't mind just coffee, now,
fine. All of ushere, and | know all of America, if not the world, isinterested in what you have to say about
the rocket, Dr. Cooper."

"It really gonna drop on our heads? | gotta hard head but not that hard!"

"Unless the engines are started up in time, and each minute's delay makes the risk greater, I'm afraid that
Prometheus will fall back to Earth.”

"And hit here?" Sharon widened her eyes dramatically and laid her hand delicately on her imposing bosom
as she spoke.

"I wouldn't want anything awful to hit there, darling!" Shakey looked deep into her cleavage and sighed.
"I meant this country, New Y ork, you horny borschtbelt fart."
"Tempers, tempers," Mike said brightly. "Will it hit New Y ork, Dr. Cooper?'

It was too late for Cooper to correct the honorary doctorate he had been given, and he was rattled by the
touch of profanity on those hallowed lips. He struggled to get his thoughts together.

"It could, yes, it ispossible. And of courseif it did impact it would be afar bigger explosion than the one



that destroyed the English city. Not to mention the danger of radioactive contamination from the uranium,
U-235 fuel it carries. But the explosion, that would be the greatest danger."

"A new way to dig reservoirs." Shakey excavated in histeeth with along fingernail.

"Shakey, old landsman, save the gags for later. What are the odds, Dr. Cooper, of that thing wiping out the
Apple?'

"I'm not sure, it would depend where in its orbit Prometheus s at the time of contact. But the danger is not
only to New Y ork City but to the entire country when it sweeps acrossit. And not only to the United
States, you must remember that it circles the entire world. On its sixteenth orhit it will be going over
Moscow, will be easily visible asamoving light in the sky...."

"Or it could go plowing ininstead of going over?'

"That is correct. . .."

"It couldn't happen to a better place!"

"... perfectly correct, Mike. Prometheusis a deadly bomb in
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the sky now, but where it will fall after hitting the atmosphere is anyone's guess. But remember,
it wouldn't haveto hit a city. It could destroy the countryside, contaminate growing crops, burn
down whole forests. Or land in the ocean close to shore and cause tidal waves. This could be the
lar gest man-made disaster in the history of the human race.”

" Even wor se than mother s-in-law!"

Mike Moore flashed hisfamous TV smile. " Well," he said, rubbing his handstogether, "I think
we're going to have areal nicelittle show heretonight. Here's an authority on a danger facing
this nation. And we have beauty and the beast__ "

"Watch dalip, Mike! God will get you for dat!"

" So have some mor e coffeeif you like, then we get you down to make-up, with the exception of
the lovely Sharon, and I'll seeyou all in auditorium three. A live and lively audience that includes
the entire Rotary Club of Potlach, Michigan and their wives-----"

"Qy!" Shakey groaned. " Double equity rate for that!"
"So don't get lost and I'll see you therein about a half an hour."

The door opened and a man stuck his head in and waved a piece of paper. " Mike, a newsbreak
Just in on thewire. You can useit with your guest.”

"My mother-in-law died?" Shakey said brightly.

" Even worsethan that," Mike said reading quickly. He looked up at Cooper. " What can this
mean, Dr. Cooper? NASA hasjust released the news that there was, and | quote,'... an atomic
explosion in thevicinity of Prometheus. The satellite appearsto be undamaged although there
have been crew injuries. The cause of the explosion is unknown, although the origin of the
explosion is known not to be American." What do they mean origin} Are there spaceships up
theretaking potshots at the thing?"

"No, of course not. It would be technically feasible | suppose for the atomic fuel to explode—but
that could not be done, certainly, without damaging the vehicle. Origin, of course. They must
mean an atomic missile. They are saying that we did not fire an atomic missile at Prometheus...."



"But if wedidn't—someone else did! Who?"

"1 don't know, really. France, England, China, the Soviets, they are all armed with thistype of
ground-to-satellite defense missile.
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A lot would depend where Prometheus was at the time of the explosion, since these rockets are
for national defense and have a limited range. Of course, they can befired from submarines."

"How awful," Sharon said.

"Awful istheleast of it, baby.” Mike was pacing back and forth excitedly. " Someoneis so
worried about being blown up by therocket that they tried to blow it up first. The whole world
tremblesin fear. Death from the skies. Atomic poisoning. We've got a program coming up, folks,
that'll send our Nielsen rating higher than that satellite!"

35

GET 24:39

"1 can't tell them this. You can't expect meto tell them this!" Flax shook his head so
emphatically that his heavy cheeks flapped. He was almost shouting into the phone and he
realized that the men at the other consoles were turning to look at him. That didn't matter.
Nothing mattered any more; tragedy was closing in from all sides. He could not cope with it all.
Simon Dillwater was still speaking when Flax hung up the phone. Thiswas no way to treat your
boss, but nothing did really matter very much any more. He turned slowly, blinking through
fatigue-sore eyes.

"Mike," hecalled to the man at the nearest console, and waved him over.
"What's up, Flax? Not mor e trouble?"

"You'll hear about it. L ook, take these keys, they unlock the big desk in my office. Bottom
drawer. There'sa bottle of slivovitz there. Get it and bring it to me."

" Shliv-o-what?"

"Plum brandy. It'sthe only botde there. Get cracking.”

" Flax, you know the rules, about drinking, you wouldn't want to ..."
"1 would. Screw therules. My people are dying up there."
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He was surprised, shocked, to find tearsin his eyes. They ran slowly down his cheeks and he
really did not mind. He was mourning the dead. Thislast thing about the solar flareswas
al-mosttoomuch to handle. How could he tell them? Nothing had gone right with this mission
from the beginning and it wasn't over yet.

He sighed tremulously, not even realizing he had made the sound, atired fat man at the end of
histether. He mopped away sweat and tearswith his sopping handker chief. And stared at
nothing until the slivovitz arrived. It was transparent and moved like oil in the bottle and
appear ed harmless. So was nitroglycerine and it looked the same way. He uncorked the bottle
and inhaled deeply of therich odor of decay. It smelled even wor se than tequila, which he also
adored. Therewas a half-empty container of coffee at his elbow and, scar cely awar e he was doing
it, he poured the cold remains onto the floor, then filled it halfway with the slivovitz.



Marvelous! It cut atrack down histhroat and exploded like a bomb in his stomach, sending
waves of warmth out to his extremities. Marvelous, and while the effect still lasted he threw the
microphone switch.

"Comein, Prometheus, Mission Control here." He had to repeat the call twice before there was
aresponse.

"Hello, Flax."
It was Patrick, hisvoicethick and slurred. " Yes, Flax here, isthat you, Patrick?"

"Yes. Coretta's given me a shot, for the pain. Can't talk too well. Pain is A-OK. | told her to give
Nadya a bigger one and she did and Nadya is sleeping. No change with Ely. Our eyes are
bandaged. The doctor does not know if the blindnessis temporary or permanent.” There was no
alteration in hisvoice as he said this. " Did you find out yet who threw that thing at us?"

"Negative. You'll havethe news as soon as| hear."

"/ hope so. Gregor is suited up and ready to go out. VII relay from the engine team. Coretta will
handle his umbilicals from inside the hatch"

"That iscontraindicated.”

" What the hell do you mean, Flax? If that engineisn't fixed there goes everything"
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"Look, Patrick, it lookslike thereisn't enough timeto get the engine firing before atmospheric
contact."

" According to my clock we have about eighteen hours yet before we are due to hit"
"The clock's been changed ..."
"What!"

"Listen to me. |'ve been talking to a Professor Weisman who is a solar physicist, a high
atmospher e specialist. Solar storms are due soon that will raise the top of the atmosphere,
change everything."

"When are they due?"
" Almost any time now."
"Thisisstraight. Flax? No chance of error?"

"No chance of error on the sun'srotation. The stormswerejust small ones when he observed
them about two weeks ago. If they follow the normal solar activity pattern they should be
full-blown by now."

" Give me the odds, Flax. The sun is no goddamn oven that goes on and off with a timer. What are
the odds of a major eruption?"

Flax hesitated, but in the end he had to speak. " Eighty to ninety percent that there will be a
major solar flare."

"Well thafsnice" Therewas morethan alittle bitternessin Patrick's voice now. " Vm going to tell
the others. Out."



Flax switched off the radio connection and hooked through to the communication desk. " Get
Professor Weisman back. Ask him who the people in Europe are who ar e doing continuous solar
studies. | want names and phone numbers. Then contact them. | want a continuous report here
on these solar flares, levels of radiation. Hook them through to astronomy who can record the
data. Do it now."

"/ have an incoming call for you"

"No calls."

"Thisis oneyou asked for. A Mr. Wolfgang Ernsting"
"Yes, right, put him on."

Flax sipped at the slivovitz but it didn't seem to help any more; he threw the container into his
wastebasket. " Hello, Wolfgang, isthat you? Flax here."

" Fve heard about your trouble. Terrible..."
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"That'stheleast of it." He pressed hisforefingers hard into hisforehead. " Pm sorry to bother
you. It'stoo late now for what | wanted to know."

" 77/ be glad to help, in any way"

"1 know, thanks. But | don't think we will be able to kick Prometheusinto a higher orbit now. So
it doesn't matter. | was goingto ask you how long it will be before your Air Force shuttle can be
readied for launching. | know you have a week countdown and | waswondering how far into it
you were. Originally | hoped we could maybe get a few more daysin a better orbit and there
might have been a chance of a rescue launch. Get those people off of there."

"Yes, well as you say, thereis no chance now. If it is any consolation remember the old German
expression. 'Rufen Sie mich zu Hause in dreizig Minuten an.® Goodbye."

" Goodbye, Wolfgang."

Flax slowly broke the connection and wondered just what was going on. That wasreally some old
German folk saying. Phone me at home in thirty minutes. He looked at the clock and scratched a
note on his pad. Why couldn't Wolfgang talk now? Someone listening, security? It could be
anything. The only way he could find out would be by making the call, but why should he bother?
But maybe it wasimportant. Some hush-hush business with the Air Force shuttle. Not that it
made any difference now. Still, he hated to leave ends untied. The thoughts whirled around and
around in Flax's head, whirling like snowflakes ar ound the hard black central core of realization
that Prometheus was doomed. He crumpled the note and aimed it towar ds the waste-basket.

Then smoothed it out and clipped it up before him where he could seeit. At least he owed
Wolfgang the courtesy of returning the call. The Communications Console light blinked and he
made the connection.

" Afr. Dillwater for you, Flax."

"Right. Flax here."

" Ahh, yes, Mr. Flax. President Bandin has a personal message for the astronauts..."
" They've shut down."
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"It isa matter of some urgency."
"It alwaysis. Hold on and I'll seeif | can raise them."

The makeshift oxygen tent was made of plastic bagsthat Gregor had patiently glued together at
the edges. It billowed out like a crumpled balloon, holding its shape from its own internal oxygen
pressure, slighdy morethan the ambient air pressure of the compartment. Ely's face was sallow,
hisrespiration so slight it was scarcely noticeable. Coretta had to look at the bio readouts next
to his head to reassur e herself that he was still alive. Heartbeat steady but weak, the same for
his breathing. He was alive—but barely. She adjusted the pressurized glucose drip in hisarm
vein and realized that there was little else she could do. What use wasit all in the short time
remaining? Whenever she remembered they had but short hours, perhapsjust minutes, to live
the samejolt of fear passed through her. She did not want to die and it was becoming harder and
harder to keep up afront.

"How ishe?" Gregor asked, coming close.
" The same, no change."
" Perhaps he'sthe lucky one. He will never know when it happens.”

"Oh, God, it'sjust too terrible to believe." She clutched to him, buried her facein his chest—but
could not cry. You can weep at others' death, not at your own to come.

"ThisisMission Control, comein, Prometheus."

The call wasrepeated over and over—but it was not answered. On the other couch Nadya stirred
in her sleep.

"Why doesn't Patrick answer it?' Coretta asked.
"We should look, find out."

Patrick had fallen asleep. The total exhaustion of the past days, the pain, the drug to kill the pain,
all had taken their toll. Topped by the newsthat all their effortswerein vain, that there was no
time left, it all had just been too much for him. There was simply no reason to stay awake now, he
could die just as easily awake as asleep, so he had simply let go.

" Comein, Prometheus, comein please. The President ison theline" The call sounded over and
over from the wall speakers.
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" Shouldn't we awaken him?" Gregor asked, looking down at the sleeping Commander. Cor etta
was next to him. Their hands wer e clasped together, both to keep from floating apart and for the
pleasur e of the human war mth. She shook her head.

"1'm not sure. Patrick needsthe rest—and what could they possibly tell usof interest after the
last good newsthat the trip was about over?" She said the words lightly, or at least tried to, but
within she was overwhelmingly afraid.

"But it isyour President who wishesto talk to you." She smiled at hisworried look.

"You respect the mereidea of authority too much, Gregor darling. Bandin is a political hack,
always was, always will be. When he was still a congressman he was on the committee for school
bussing—and his district was split, half white half black. That was when they first started calling
him Rubber Bandin. He could stretch to reach anything, any side, and never lost a vote. Or
accomplished anything. Anyone that adroit had to be elected President."



" Coretta, please, you should not talk about your leader in that manner___ "

"For arevolutionary you make a damn good bour geois, my leetle Russian bear. Isn't your
Polyarni the last of the old Stalin gang? Wasn't he involved with all those camps?"

"You should not talk likethat," he said, worried, looking over his shoulder. Coretta saw the
gesture and burst out laughing, uncontrollably, over and over, tearsrolling down her face. She
was still laughing when she spoke.

"You should have seen your face! Looking about to seeif you could be overheard—in a rocket
in space about to blow up. I'm sorry, I'm not really laughing at you. But at us, all of us. With all
our little nationalisms and fears. At least we few, here, can forget about them in thelittle time we
have left." She pulled herself close and kissed him warmly. " I'm glad | met you, really | am. It
doesn't make all thisworthwhile—but it sure makesit feel better."

"And I, you ..."

"Thecall, takethecall ..." Patrick said, thickly, twisting against the restraining strap. His hands
went to his bandaged eyes; he had forgotten what had happened, wondered why it was dark.
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Then unwelcome memory returned and he let the air out of hislungs and dropped his hand to the
con switch.

" Prometheus here, comein Mission Control."

" The President would like to talk to you all. Are you ready for this call?"

" Put him through," Patrick said, uncaring. After a few moments Bandin spoke.
"Thisisthe President of the United States speaking ..."

"He can even make a phone call sound like the Gettysburg Address,” Coretta said, turning her
back in a gesture of defiance.

" ... itiswith a heavy heart that | address what might be a final message to you brave astronauts,
citizens of two countries, united in the bond of brotherhood in this great mission that seemsto be
terminating so disastrously. It is my sad duty to tell you the details of the atomic explosion that so
recently occurred near your vehicle...:®

"They found out!"
"Bequiet!"

"/ have talked with Premier Polyarni at length and he wishes me to extend his heartfelt regrets that
such aterrible accident could have occurred. For that iswhat it was. A single man, deranged, in the
Soviet Defense Command, launched the missile..."

"Oneof ours, no," Gregor said, shocked.

" He has been apprehended, but the deed was done. His breakdown was understandable since the
world isfilled with fear at thistime. After the unbelievable catastrophe in Britain the rest of the
world beneath the track of Prometheus has lived with the terrible knowledge that their turn might be
next. We should understand this officer, though of course we cannot condone the dastardly action he
has taken. | join Premier Polyarni in his pleas for understanding, his depth of sorrow at your plight,
his unhappiness at what appears to be a disastrous end to this beginning of a new era, his hope that
otherswill carry on the gallant battle you brave few have begun. Goodbye."



In the silence that followed the end of the President's message Nadya could be heard calling out
from the crew compartment.

"Whereareyou? | can't get free of this couch."
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"1'll help you," Coretta said, pushing towards the hatch.

"Isthat you, Coretta? That voice, it woke me up. | heard what he said. Please, take meto the
others."

They emerged together, Nadya with her hand protectively before her blind eyes.

"Did you hear it, Gregor?" she asked. " Do you believe it?"

"What are you asking, Nadya?"

"You know perfectly well. This story of the mad officer with hisfinger on the button. Isit true?"

Gregor took a deep breath—then shook his head despairingly. " No, it cannot be true. This sort
of thing does not happen in our country. Thisnow is, what do you call it? A cover-up. That
missile was ordered to be launched. If there was panic it was closer to the top. Now they attempt
to hidethetruth. | am ashamed for my people, | apologize "

"Forget it," Patrick said. " It'snot going to make any differencein thelong run—or the short
run—in any case."

"He'sright," Corettasaid. " It'll all come out the sameway. And I'll bet we have a couple of
generalswho're jealous of your boys and wish they could throw some of their bombs around
too...."

"That's enough, Coretta*" Patrick said, sharply. " I'm amilitary officer. | won't hear that kind of
talk."

“I'm sorry, Patrick. Nerves| guess." True or not, she knew she shouldn't have spoken that way.
At least they could have peace in their last moments. " You'reright. It just won't make any
difference, will it?"

"1'm afraid not. What isthetime?"

"The GET says 24:59."

"We should beinto the sunspot time now. Does it look any different, Coretta?"
"1'm no astronomer...."

"Doesn't matter. Could | have adrink, that stuff you gave me makes me thirsty."

Flax glanced at the GET. 24:59, and norisein solar radiation yet. The piece of paper caught his
eye and he noted the time.
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Wolfgang would be home by now. So that was the official excuse, the old madman and the button
routine. Would anyone in the world believeit? Probably not. But it would save face, very
important to big nations and small. Maybe they were still thinking of keeping Prometheus going.
Why not. The energy need was still there, growing larger every day. Another launch, another
attempt. What could Wolfgang possibly want? Flax put the call through. The phone rang and
rang, but there was no answer. The hell with it. Flax crumpled the scrap of paper for the final



time and threw it away.
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GET 25.03
"WhereisPrometheus now?" Bandin asked.

Dillwater flipped through the pages of computation and made a check mark against the GET of
25:03. Then herose and went to the Mercator map of the world that hung on the wall of the
conference room, the eyes of thetired men following him as he moved. With precise motions he
checked thelatitude and longitude and moved the magnetized red circle that showed
Pro-metheus's position from moment to moment. It was now in mid-ocean.

"That's better,” Grodzinski said. " Hit the water there and it would be all right."

"But it will be over land again in a few minutes,” Bannerman pointed out. " What then? That
thingisstill athreat to the wholeworld. | wish to hell the Soviet aim had been better and they'd
taken it out."

" General, there are still five human beings aboard,” Dillwater said stiffly.

"And they'll be aboard whenever it hitsand they'll buy it then. I'm a humanitarian, Simon, just
likeyou. But I'm also arealist. A soldier whoisn't doesn't win battles. Likeit or not we have a
big
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explosion coming up in the near future. If those solar flares do the job they can impact at any
moment, like right now, even while we're talking here. And if the sunspotsdon't do their job the
thing will still go bang in a couple more hours. Or have there been any changesin the first
estimate?"

Dillwater shook hishead. " None that matter. Closer measurements have brought the time
forward a few minutesif anything."

"Then therewe are. The people aboard are dead, any way we look at it. Now what about the
bomb that they'reriding? | suggest we takeit out with one of our missileswhileit's over the
ocean and that isthat."

"Areyou insane?" Bandin shouted. " Do you want meto go down in history asthe President who
atom-bombed his own people?”

" A lesser instead of a greater tragedy,” the General insisted.

"I think you will find that the President isright,” Dr. Schlochter brokein. " Public opinionisa
force that we cannot discount. There are already reptfrts coming in of fallout from the Soviet
missile, which was nonetoo clean as none of their bombs are, and the world press and politicians
are up in arms. By morning they will bein full cry—and the American presswill berunningin
front of the pack. Atomic fallout is not popular. We have banned atmospheretesting for years. If
we reverse our policy now and authorize this destruction | doubt if our party will get four votesin
the next election.”

"Less," Bandin said. "We'd beinsaneto vote for ourselves. So the bomb isout, forget it,
Bannerman. As much aswe would liketo do it or need to do it we are not going to do it."

"What about TNT or nitro?" Grodzinski asked. " | handled them in the coal mines when | was a
kid. They ought to break that thing up into little pieces."



"They would," Dillwater told him. " But thereisthelittle matter of their delivery to the satellite.
Admittedly they already have a full tank of hydrogen and possibly enough oxygen to cause a
chemical explosion if the two could be combined. But it would be difficult, and also out of the
guestion. Any chemical explosion at that altitude would liberate most of the U-235 to fall back to
earth. If spread out this could be a bigger disaster
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than it might belocalized in one area. A chemical explosion is out."

"Then what the hell do we do?" President Bandin asked, looking around the table. " Just sit
here and beat our meat until it comes down and hopeit doesn't hit anything important? Isthat
the best we can come up with?"

Apparently it was because only silence followed his question. Simon Dillwater watched and
waited, seeing if anyone could come up with a suggestion. No one did. Eventually he knew that
what he had to do, had to be done. Herose to hisfeet and held out a thin, orange-bound folder.
Thedark letters SECRET were stamped on its cover. All eyes were on him now.

" Since there seemsto be no other solution to thistrying problem | feel | should inform you
gentlemen of the existence of this contingency program. | do not advisethat it be adopted, nor
do | say that it should not be. | just bring it to your attention. Thisisa program titled
HOOPSNAKE. Asyou know, many different programs are worked out before all missions that
cover many possible contingencies, accidents in space, mishaps that might occur. Most are
realistic, some very far-fetched. HOOPSNAKE isin the latter category, worked out by some
engineerswhom | feel were a bit on the morbid side. | learned of its existence by accident, read
it—and classified it and had it filed—"

" Come on, Dillwater, what the hell isit?" Bandin's patience had worn thin.

"1 beg your indulgence, Mr. President, but | wanted to make all of the details clear. What
HOOPSNAKE is, isan outline of atechnique by which a self-induced nuclear explosion could
vaporize Prometheus. It would destroy the ship and, of course, the radioactive fuel."

"l don't get it," Grodzinski said.

"It sounds quite simple," General Bannerman answered. " You mean they can jury-rig the atomic
motor to blow the whole thing up?"

"Not quitelike that, but that is basically theidea. | have been assured if the procedures are done
correctly that a nuclear explosion will follow. | must bring to your attention the fact that these
procedures must be done by someone aboard the craft. In other
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wor ds the people who arrange the explosion must be blown up by it. No means of remote
control, even if that were possible, could be set up easily and simply for the desired effect.”

"You'reasking them to commit suicide to save the world ?" Bandin said.

"1 am asking them nothing, sir. | am just outlining a program which | have here. The
implementation of it, thank God, is not my decision.”

"They'redead anyway," Bannerman said, calmly. " | say we send them the details now so they
can get towork. It'sthe only chance we have."

" Perhaps they might be asked first if they want to," Dillwater said.

"We'venotimefor that kind of luxury,” Bannerman answered. " Major Winter isan officer, asis



Major Kalinina. They can take orders. They should betold at once what must be done. | am sure
that they'll be proud to seize this opportunity to avert a catastrophe here on Earth. We have no
time for argument if thisplan isto be implemented. Mr. President, | ask for your decision now."

"| should talk to Polyarni, have them talk to Kalinina...."

"Hedidn't talk to uswhen he threw that bird at the ship—and we backed him on his half-ass
story. He'll back uson thisone. We are waiting, Mr. President."

" Anyone else have anything to say?" Bandin asked, an edge of desperation in hisvoice; he had
risen to his high station by avoiding decisions—not making them. " All right. We can't order
them, not yet, but we can explain to them about HOOPSNAKE. Give them the details. If they
jump theright way, make theright decisions, we won't have to order them. That'sa last resort,
Bannerman. Find out how they feel before we make them do it. Honey and vinegar, you know.
They're good people, | have faith in them. They will die anyway and thisway they can make their
deaths meaningful by saving the lives of possibly thousands of their countrymen. That's a great
thing to do. Contact them about HOOPSNAKE now."

"Hoopsnake," Grodzinski said, brightly. " | just got that. The snake that swallows itstail and eats
itself up and vanishes."

" Shut up,” Bannerman said, tiredly.
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GET 25:28

Wolfgang Ernsting put on the car's brake and threw open the door. Damp Florida air rolled over
him and he gasped; he had never become acclimatized to the abrupt change from the chill air
conditioning to the tropical breathlessness. At hisfront door he fumbled for the key—and
stopped. Was the phoneringing? Yes, he could hear it dimly, the drive had taken longer than he
thought. He rushed, unlocking the door and throwing it wide, running to the phone.

Theringing stopped abruptly just as his fingerstouched it. When he picked up thereceiver all
he could hear wasthe dialing tone. Hereplaced it quickly, watched it, hoping it would ring again.

It did not. He looked at hiswatch. Yes, it had to be Flax. No one else would be calling him, not at
this exact moment. Flax was an immensely punctual man. Then what wasto be done? Wait, Flax
would surely ring back, yes, that's what would happen.

Wolfgang went into the kitchen, neat and spotless, just as he had left it that morning when he had
washed up after his breakfast. He had never married, had never found the time or the
opportunity, and as a perennial bachelor he wasfar more fussy than any old maid. Therewas a
stein he favored on the shelf, an antique from some long-vanished Bavarian brewery, pressed
glasswith a metal lid to be lifted with the thumb, the top of thelid proudly proclaiming the
brewery's coat of arms.

There was only one bottle of beer left and he poured it carefully into the stein. He would have to
buy more. In the back of the fridge the stone crock of Schinkenhager was cooling—but it
contained only a meager glass. He poured the last of the schnapps out and realized thiswas
serious. None of the local liquor storescarried imported schnapps; he had never learned to like
whiskey of any kind. 206

He knew he would want something else to drink when thisration was gone. He drained the
Schinkenhager and washed it down with a draft of cool beer. What would he do?



What would he do if Flax did not call back? That was the thought foremost in his mind no matter
how much hetried to avoid it. Thiswasreally not his responsibility and he did not need to go out
of hisway to cause himself trouble. If Flax didn't call back, why that wasthe end of it. He pushed
his chair back with an angry gesture and paced the kitchen, trying to walk away from his
thoughts; the room wasn't big enough. It took a good minute to undo the many boltson the
kitchen door, crime was very bad in this neighborhood, and let himself out into the garden and
the steam-bath night. After all these yearsin the United States he could never get used to the
climate. The crisp winters and gentle summers of Bavaria were still in hisbones. He would have
to make a visit there soon. It was not hisresponsibility to talk to Flax—the thought slipped in
despite his strongest defenses.

Responsibility. There had been so much talk of that in Germany after the war, that and collective
guilt. He had tried not to think of it at the time and he would not think of it now. He had been a
scientist, that was all, following instructions. What else could he have done? Right out of
university and assigned to Peenemunde, one of the youngest on the team then. Wasiit his
responsibility that the rockets he helped design had fallen on London, killing helpless civilians?
It was not, he had never been accused, in fact the Americans were glad to whisk him away to
work for them before the Russians could get a grip on him. He had been happy to come, had
never regretted it. In thisrich country the magazine articles about postwar conditionsin
Germany had seemed very unreal. As had the War Crimestrials. People had followed
orders—yet they appeared to have committed crimes. Thistroubled his orderly mind and, in the
end, he had stopped reading about it or even thinking about it. There was nothing he could do
other than thework he had been trained for. He was a good worker and good at following orders.

Though the day was humid and hot it was cloudless, the sky a watery blue. Wolfgang stood and
looked up at the sky, wondering if the satellite was above him now. Prometheus might well be
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hurtling along up there scant miles above his head. With its crew, its people there in space,
living now and soon to die.

Uncontrollably he bent, heaved, threw up over and over again until there was nothing left inside
him. When the spasm was done he looked around guiltily, dabbing hislips with his handker chief.
No, he had not been seen.

It wasthe people up there, not the fate of the tons of metal that had reached through to him. He
could feel guilty about them because, he realized suddenly, he had been guilty for years. The
collective guilt the German paper s wer e always on about. He had been guilty once and had not
acted. Could he do that again?

Wolfgang went into the house, washed and dried hisface, then reached for the phone. And
stopped. No, he could not call Flax directly, that iswhy he had asked him to call hereinstead. | f
he should call Houston there would be records, his name, the time. His involvement would come
out. There could bereprisals, it would be a security violation. He backed away from the phone,
turned to the door.

The car started easily, still warmed up, and a blast of cool air washed over him. He drove slowly,
unthinkingly, until the neon sign BAR appeared ahead. He parked and went inside, hisears
assailed by the too-loud jukebox. Oneregular sat at the bar, a young couple huddled in a dark
booth, the bartender was reading a newspaper but looked up when the door opened.

" A beer please."
" Draft?"

" Draft, yes, thank you."



Wolfgang took out hiswallet, his fingerstouching the bills. There was a phone booth in the back
corner. Duty and guilt, guilt and duty. He was sweating although the bar was cool. A one-dollar
bill, break it for the beer.

With a valition of their own hisfingers pulled out aten and laid it on the scarred, damp wood.

"Might | have some changetoo, if you please. Quarters, alot of quarters?" The bartender, gray
and unhappy, looked with faint disgust at the bill.

"You know thisain't no bank."
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"Of course, I'm sorry. | would also like a six pack of beer, no, two six packs."

" Sure, you understand. For customersit'sone thing, but anyone can walk in off the street.”

Wolfgang drained the glass of beer and seized up his change, the billsand the silver, and hurried
to the phone booth befor e he could change his mind. The feeble light came on when he closed
the door; the booth smelled of stale tobacco and rank sweat. The operator answered almost at
once.

"1 would like to make a person to person call to Houston, Texas. Houston, that'sright..."
"ThisisFlax calling, do you read me, Patrick. Please come in.

Flax wastired, so tired it didn't feel like fatigue any more but a wholly different state. A new kind
of terminal disease maybe. Did people who wer e dying feel like this? Dying would be easy now,
far easier than what he was doing, what had been done thisday. A series of disasters, one after
another. And now. He stared at the scribbled note before him, and it did not register. Logically,
yes, but emotionally it had no impact.

" Prometheus here"

"I'vejust received areport from the medics, from the bio monitors..."

"Yes, | forgot about them. | was going to call, but you know already, dorCt you"

" Thisjust says bio monitor cessation Dr. Bron. It could be a communications failure.”
"Itis. Elyisnolonger communicating with the world. He's dead.”

n

"I'm sorry, Patrick, weall are

"Why bother. All of usup here are dead anyway. Ely was just in alittle more of a rush.”

A runner shoved a note under Flax's nose, dillwater wantstalk prom, it read.

"I'm sorry, Patrick. Thisthingisn't easy for any of us. Look, I've been informed that Dillwater
wantsto talk to you----- "
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" Tell him to take a running jump. Therms nothing to talk about now."
" Patrick, Major Winter, the director of NASA is coming through."

Therewas a long pause. Flax had the feeling that Patrick was about to tell him what he could do
with thedirector of NASA. If he had, he wouldn't have blamed him. I nstead Patrick answered
calmly; if hisvoice held any emotion at all it was simply that of resignation.



" Prometheus to Mission Control,ready to acceptyour message."

Flax jabbed hisfinger at the Communications Console and the connection was made.

" Simon Dillwater here."

" Prometheus. What do you want, Mr. Dillwater?"

"Major Winter, have you heard of an emergency engine program entitled HOOPSNAKE?"

"No. The person you would have to ask about that is our engine expert, Dr. Ely Bron. | would let you
talk to him only heis being very discourteous. He's just died."

"What? Did you ... Vm very sorry, | had not heard. Thisisterrible. .. "
" Everything isterrible, Mr. Dillwater. Now what is this HOOPSNAKE you were talking about?" s
Flax wondered as well, he had never heard of it either.

"It isan emergency program. | classified it myself because at the time | thought it both a dangerous
and foolish suggestion. But, in the light of changing circumstances ... and under the orders of the
President. . "

"You're hesitating Mr. Dillwater, which isnot likeyou." It was hard to make out from the even
tone of hisvoiceif Patrick was being serious or sarcastic. Either was possible now.

"/ am sorry, Major Winter. Believe me | am. | do not relish this duty. But | must tell you that a
program exists, HOOPSNAKE, that details how the atomic engine of Prometheus may be detonated.
That is how the fuel and the engine may be used to cause an atomic explosion."

"That'sinteresting as hell, Dillwater, but why are you telling me now?"
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"You are making me spell it out, Major Winter, and | do not blame you. Simply said, if and when
Prometheus crashes it will cause widespread destruction and death. You can appreciate what this
will mean.”

Patrick interrupted. "I do, Mr. Dillwater, and Vm sorry | spoke theway | did. Understandable but
not justifiable. When this thing hitswe die in any case. If Prometheus could be exploded in space it
would not crash and many lives would be saved. | s that what you were going to say, Mr. Dillwater?"

" Thank you, Major Winter. You put me to shame for | know | could never do what you are doing.
But that, in essence, iswhat | was going to say "

phone call for you the noteread.

"Tell them to hold," Flax said.

" Person-to-person,” the messenger said. " Can only hold a couple of minutes."
"For Christ's sake, not now. Whoisit?"

" A Wolfgang Ernsting."

" Get the number. I'll call him back." Patrick wastalking again. He had missed part of what they
had said.

" ... not my decision. 77/ explain to the rest of the crew and we will contact you. | dorCt know what



they will say but, since timeis a consideration, | suggest you put the program on the teleprinter to us
so we will have a copy here"

"7 dorCt know, isthat possible?"

"Mission Control here,” Flax said. " Thereisa classified military telex in the White House which
hooks into our printer here. Begin sending soonest and I'll haveit relayed to the printer in
Prometheus."

"Yes, I'll take care of that."
" Prometheus out."

Flax threw the switch and collapsed back into his chair. Just too much. Then he stirred and
called Communications Console. " See that a copy of that HOOPSNAKE thing reaches me as
soon asit'sprinted. | want to know just what they have in mind."

"Yes, sir. Do you want me to place that call now?"
"What call?"

"Wolfgang Ernsting."
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"No, hold that. Get me through to that French observatory, the solar one that's been looking at
the sun spots.”

They must have been holding a line open because the call went through in seconds. The

conver sation was less satisfactory. The astronomer had little English and Flax, tired as he was,
could hardly think of a word of French. But the meaning, or lack of meaning soon became clear.
Yestherewas solar activity as predicted. No, not yet was it as strong as predicted, but that could
change at any moment. Any guess when? Anytime. Great. Thank you and goodbye. Flax groaned
as he broke the connection. No contact yet from Prometheus. They must still be talking about
HOOPSNAKE—what a wonderful conversation that must be! Or perhaps, like him, they were
too stunned for any of thisto have much effect any more.

There was something he must do. What? Take a leak. That would wait, but barely. Something
else. Right, Wolfgang. What the hell had he called him about in thefirst place? It was only hours
ago that he had placed the call yet it seemed like weeks. Prometheus was still silent. Call him
and get it over with.

" Put that Ernsting call through," Flax said.

Fatigue and the pressure of events pressed Flax deep into the chair, his mouth hanging slighdy
open, hisskin gray and damp. No one noticed—for they were all in approximately the same
condition. The connection was made and his phone buzzed; he switched it to his mike and
headphone.

"Hello, Wolfgang. | tried you earlier but... what?"

The words whispered quickly into his ear were like some new form of energy because, as he
listened his body grew tense, drew taut, sat up and leaned forward, his hand pressing the headset
hard against hisear so that he would not miss a word. The fatigue was gone and replaced by a
savagely burning anger.

"Yes," hesaid." Yes. You are absolutely sure? | know. I'll try not to involve you if | can, | know
what it means. I'll do my best. Yes. You wereright to have told me. Whatever comes of this,
whatever happensyou remember that. It issomething to remember for therest of your life, Mein



lieber Freund. Goodbye."
" Prometheus calling Mission Control Can you patch usthrough to Mr. Dillwater..."
212

"No," Flax shouted, then louder, jumping to hisfeet. "NO! | am connecting you to the President
of the United States, Dill-water aswell, and the entire cabinet who are meeting at thistime.
Before they hear what you haveto say | want them to hear what / have to say."

At every console heads were turned, the strained faces staring in awe at Flax's massive form as
he stood, quaking with anger, shouting into the radio.
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GET 2557
" Gregor, | need your help in here,” Patrick called out.
"One moment, | will bethere."

Nadya was on the far couch, the one that had been Colonel Kuznekov's, possibly asleep; with her
eyes bandaged it was not easy to tell. Gregor was helping Coretta to put Ely'sbody into a
sleeping bag. She went about it so calmly that he was ashamed of his emotions as he felt the cold
skin, the limp arms. He had never touched a cor pse before and it was doubly horrible herein
space. It wastoo soon for rigor mortis to have set in, he had always thought it happened almost
instantly after death, but the corpse was still difficult to handle, to force into the tight confines of
the bag.

"Thisisnot working," Coretta said. " Pull it off. Hold him whilel fix thebag." Sherolled it back
on itself then, like putting on a stocking, rolled it neady down over the body.

"What should we do with...?" Gregor asked.

"Nothing, | imagine,” Coretta said, slowly. " No burial, no service either | guess. Let'sjust strap
him to the bunk."

"Hereon thisone," Nadya said, sitting up. " Someone guide me, if you please."
Gregor was glad to leave the compartment, to answer Patrick's call.

"Turn on theteleprinter, will you," Patrick said, hisblind eyes
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looking into darkness, pointing where he knew the machine was. " Just throw the switch to on,
then the other switch to transmit. Type 'ready to receive' and turn the switch back to receive."

" Easy enough." Gregor did thisand, as soon as he had switched to receive the machine began to
chatter rapidly. Thefirst thing it typed was hoopsnake operation description. " What isthis?"
Gregor asked.

" Get theothersin here, | want to tell them too."

In acalm, unemotional voice, Patrick explained what Dillwater had told him, what the program
was that was coming out line by line from the teleprinter. Gregor accepted the news stoically,
with Slavic resignation. Cor etta was not quite sure what it meant.

" Engine self-destruction program?"



Patrick nodded. " It would be simpler to say make-the-engine-a-bomb program. They want usto
rig the thing to blow ourselves up to prevent greater loss of liveson Earth."

"That'snice," Coretta said, not hiding the bitternessin her voice. " They get us up here, strand
us up here, shoot a bomb at us, then expect us, out of gratitude, to commit atomic suicide. Why
don't they just shoot off another bomb? Maybe the American aim will be better than the Soviet."

"They must have their reasons," Patrick said. " Probably because there could be no guar antee of
the complete destruction needed to eliminate us and our atomic fuel. What do you think,
Gregor?"

"1? Nothing. If we diea few minutes earlier or later wearejust asdead. You arethe
Commander, the decision isyours."

"No, we all haveto vote on this. Nadya?"
" Follow the instructions, blow us all up, get it over with."

There was more pain than resignation in her voice; Patrick knew how she felt, shared the same
emotions. The achein hiseyeswas only dulled by the drugs, the pain of their failure was even
stronger. " Your vote, Coretta?" he asked.

"Me? Does it matter what | think? You are goingto bereal Gung Ho and logical about it in the
end and put the safety of the world ahead of a few minutes more of our happy lives. So go on and
doit and don't bother me." Her voice wasrising, she was beginning to shout, and she realized
suddenly that she was losing
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control. Thetrained physician, cool and abstract, getting hysterical while the two blind pilots
remained calm and stoical in the face of thisfinal adversity. Shetook a shuddering breath and
tried to imitate their control. " Sorry to blow my cool."

"You have every reason," Patrick told her.

"1 guess| do, but so do therest of you, with even morereason, and | don't see you enjoying any
self-pity. I'll try to belogical. If we are going to diein any case in minutes, hours, whatever the
latest estimateis "

"The solar output hasn't varied, the beginning of the storm is not the size anticipated.”

"With our luck it's going to get bigger, sooner, and if it doesn't we still have only seventeen
hour s left, so the hell with it. Rig the bomb and have someone press the button.”

" Do you really believe what you're saying?" Patrick asked.
"Hell yes, but why the cross examination?"

" Simply because neither Nadya nor | can help. The physical preparationswill have to be done by
you and Gregor."

"That islogical,” Gregor said.

Coretta was shocked at first, then she smiled wryly. " Well, well, it comesto that. The good Dr.
Coretta Samuel, saver of lives, ends her days building an atomic bomb. Why not, Commander .
They'll be singing folk songs about me in the ghettos before you know it."

"Then we arein agreement,” said Gregor. "It will be done."



"Agreed," Nadya said.

"1'll tell them." Patrick switched on theradio. " Prometheus calling Mission Control. Can you
patch usthrough to Mr. Dillwa-ter..."

"NO!" Flax's answering shout was so loud that the wall speaker rattled with it. " J am connecting
you to the President of the United States, to Dillwater as well, and the entire cabinet who are meeting
at thistime"

"Flax, what isit?" Patrick asked, but the crackle of static was his only answer.
"Hesounded angry,” Coretta said. " What can it possibly be?"
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"Mr. President, Mission Control insists on speaking to you as well as the entire cabinet."
"Why? What isit?"

"1'm not sure, sir. He sounded very disturbed. He informed me that the Prometheus crew had
reached a decision on HOOP-SNAKE but he wanted to speak first, Mr. Flax that is."

"What the devil isthe matter with the man? He can't order me

around likethat___ " Bandin was getting angry and Dillwater
made some attempt to soothe him.

"1 don't think it'slike that, sir. Theman istired, we all are, | am sureit's a matter of some
import__ "

"Put him on, get it over with." Dillwater nodded and spoke into his phone. Flax's voice blasted
from the loudspeaker.

"Thisis Mission Control | have Prometheus on this open circuit, am | through to the White House?"
Dillwater spoke quickly, beforethe angry President could.

"Yes, you are, we areall listening."
" Good. You as well, Prometheus?"
n Roga,.'ll

"Then | want you all to listen to General BannermarCs answer tc a question | have for him.
General, isit true that you informed us some hours ago that the resupply shuttle for USAF Research
Satellite would not be ready to fly for some time?"

"That iscorrect."

"No, itisnot correct. Itisalie. Thetruth isthat the shuttle is now on the pad at the Cape, on theline
and ready to take off as soon asit isfueled. IsrCt that true?"

"It isnot." Bannerman's face was expressionless, conveying nothing. In contrast to Dillwater
and the other cabinet members who wer e stunned, shocked by the question. Flax continued to
speak.

"You are lying. The two pilots, Cooke and Decosta, are in the ready room there right now, at the
Cape. Why dorit | pick up the phone and call them?"



There was dead silence in the Cabinet room. General Ban-nerman did not move or answer. They
sat like that for seconds until Patrick's voice, from Prometheus, sounded through the room.
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"We heard that question here—but we have not heard the answer"

"1I'm sorry,” Bannerman finally said. " The USAF shutdeis classified, top secret, and we cannot
discussit...."

"But we must!" Dillwater was shaking with anger as hejumped to hisfeet. " | cannot believe
this. If the shutdeison thelineit could have been launched already, could have taken the crew
from Prometheus "

" Break the connection," Bandin said.

" But, Mr. President, we must know, they must know in Prometheus, it is an unforgivable crime
ifitistrue

"Break off, that'san order" Bandin snarled.

Dillwater hesitated, staring at the President, his eyes widening with sudden knowledge. " I'll call
you back in a few minutes,” hesaid into the phone.

"You can't..." Flax'svoice was cut off and Dillwater spoke to the President.

"You knew, didn't you? All the time those crewmen have been fighting to save that ship, have
died, been blinded, all that time you knew that they could have been taken off by the shuttle. And
you agreed to have them commit suicide with HOOPSNAKE. You did thisknowing that the
shuttle ..."

" Shut up and sit down, Dillwater. You don't talk to the President of the United Statesthat way."

"Oh yes| can when the President has done as repugnant an act asyou have___ "

" Dillwater, you're out of your depth and getting into deep trouble,” Bannerman said. He stood
and faced Dillwater, eyeto eye. "We'll hear no more of this."

"Wewill hear all about it, General," Dillwater said firmly, not wavering an inch. " Thisis, | hope,
still afree country. You cannot have me shot for speaking. You tell methe entiretruth now or |
am walking out of here and straight to the press and air every bit of your squalid lying to the
world."

"You aretalking treason, Dillwater." Bannerman's hand slapped at his belt where his
pearl-handled automatic pistol usually hung.

"Am |? Then you shall haveto arrest me and kill me because |
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shall go on speaking it until thisfilthy messis exposed. And you will have to shoot everyonein
Mission Control aswell since they heard everything we heard."

"He'sright, Mr. President,” Dr. Schlochter said calmly. " The cat appearsto be out of the bag
and it will not get back inside. We must take some concerted action here, very quickly, before
rumors spread from Mission Control. If the shuttleison thelineit should be manned and a
rescue mission should be launched. It may still not betoo late."

" Negative!" Bannerman snapped, whirling on his new adversary. " The shuttleisloaded, its



payload is classified and cannot be touched. If word of it leaks out there will be a lot bigger
trouble than Prometheusto answer for."

"What isthe payload?" Schlochter asked.
"You've seen the memo. The CIA package, PEEKABOO."

Schlochter went white, slumped back in hischair. " Yes," he said. " That cannot come out,
something must bedone "

"1 want an outsideline," Dillwater said into histelephone. " Operator, | want to place a
conference call to the Washington news desks of the television networks. That is correct, CBS,
NBC and ABC. Please call me back when the call goes through." He hung up and faced
Bannerman, still speaking softly. " You have about one minute to tell me what this PEEKABOO
businessis."

"You'rethrough, Dillwater," Bandin shouted. " Out on your ass."

"1 haveresigned, Mr. President, from this position in NASA and from any other in your
administration. As soon as this present affair is concluded."

"You arejeopardizing this entire nation, goddamn it, and | could have you shot. PEEKABOO is
avery sophisticated twenty-ton package that this country will be mighty glad it hasin the case of
any emergency."

" Exactly what doesit do?" Dillwater asked.

"In time of emergency, for defense only, thisbird carries Just about the biggest laser ever
made, completely computer controlled to defend itself, take out any missile homingin on it."

" And why should missiles be homingin on it?" Dillwater said.
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" Because PEEKABOO will be hung in orbit zeroed in on Moscow. That laser is powered by a
nuclear generator and is probably the closest thing to a death ray that we will ever have. When it
isfired it punches straight down through the atmosphere and burnswhatever target it isaimed
at. Very precisely. It hasa map of Moscow and it isvery accurate. It can take out the Kremlin
without touching a cobblestone in Red Squareright next to it, zap the Army barracks without
touching the Gum department store adjoining it."

"| see," Dillwater said, very quietly.
"Well | don't,"” Grodzinski brokein.

Dillwater answered him. " It is a secret violation of our agreement with the Soviets not to
militarize space. A weapon that will be placed in synchronous orbit covering M oscow. Once
again what we have agreed publicly we evade in secret. The CIA keep their stock of poisons
despite ordersto destroy them, the FBI keeps lists of radicals and says they have been
shredded. And General Ban-nerman and his military associates build a bomb that threatensthe
peace of theworld." Heturned his head. " And you knew about it all the time, did you not, Mr.
President?"

" Of course | did—because | put the safety of my nation first. If you liberals had your way there
would be ared flag over thisbuilding right now."

"Mr. President, gentlemen, the present contents of the shuttle do not matter," Schlochter said,
using his skills as an international peacemaker closer to home for a change. " The payload can be
removed, stored away, forgotten. The shuttle must be prepared at once for a rescue attempt.



Nothing elseis possible. Too many people now know of its state of readiness. You have no
choice, sir, but toissue ordersto that effect.”

"You don't haveto, Mr. President," Bannerman said, wheeling about to face Bandin. " Thisthing
can be kept quiet, the leaks can be plugged. PEEKABOO cannot be jeopardized. The proj ect
has gonetoo far. Onceit isin orbit we're safe, the Sovietswon't dareto try anything.”

Bandin was wringing his handstogether, looking for an easy way out of thisdilemma that did not
exist.

"Mission Control and Prometheus are on theline," Dillwater
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said, his hand over the mouthpiece. "And | have the networks waiting on another line. What should | tell
them?'

Bandin hammered hisfist on the table in a mixture of frustration and rage. "Tell the TV peopleto hold for a
new break. Tell the Cape to get the goddamned bomb out of the bird and under wraps at once. Tell
Prometheus that we didn't want to tell them for sure until we knew we could have the shuttle ready, that
people have been working night and day on it and it looks like now there is a chance. And not one word of
what has been said in this room ever gets out of this room."

He dropped back, exhausted. Rubber Bandin had snapped through one last time.
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GET 26:19

"We are sorry to interrupt this program, ladies and gentlemen, but dramatic new developments have just
been reported about the fate of Prometheus.” The reporter clutched the single sheet of paper, fresh from
the teletype, and looked briefly into the eye of the TV camera. He knew he was breaking into every one of
the network programs across the country, being picked up by radio and sent overseas by short wave. He
looked appropriately serious as he spoke.

"It appears that arescue attempt is now being launched from the Kennedy Space Flight Center. Thisisthe
home of the Space Shuttle, the workaday rocket that ferries men and experiments up to Spacelab. No
announcement was made earlier, President Bandin reports, because of the possibility that the Shutde would
not be ready in time. But now, with scant hours left in the life of the brave astronauts trapped in that
decaying orbit round the Earth, a rescue mission is being launched. There may still be time to reach them
before the end. We will bring you up-to-the-minute
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reports as they develop, and hope to hear from the astronauts themselvesif thisis possible.”

"No, not now, of coursenot, Minford," Flax said, shouting into the phone. " Sure | know how
important your PR isand how we have to keep the public image and improveit, particularly after
you-know-what in England. But you still can't put Prometheus onto a public broadcast. Those
people up there are bushed and they're sick, and they have their own goddamned problems that
make yourslook like a missed period. And |'ve got a call for them, out." He flipped switches
quickly before he spoke. " Mission Control here, comein, Prometheus."

" Flax, the Space Shuttle rescue attempt, isit going ahead?"

"That isalarge and positive A-OK, Patrick. |'vejust been trying to get through to verify the
timethey need to get on line, but if they say they can do it we have a window for them."



" When?°

"Injust about four hours' time. Your track will bring you acrossto US then and an East Coast
launch will be favorable for your orbit. Match-up will be forty minuteslater. I'll give you a more
exact ETA as soon as our program people have been through to theirs.”

" And the only reason this announcement was not made earlier was because they were not sure that
the Space Shuttle could be readied in time?"

"That'swhat the official announcement said, Patrick."
"That'sjust pure crap, Flax, and you know it"
"I do. And | agree."

" The Space Shuttle has a turn-around time of about a week. Vm sure they can shave hours here and
there, but they know exactly how long it takes almost to the minute. If they knew this thing was
coming on line now why weren't we informed?"

"1 don't know the whole story—and we may never know."

" Letstry. Ask around, Flax, you have the connections. | would like a few answers, if and when we
get back"

"Sowould I..."

"Out."
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Patrick broke the connection with an angry sap at the switch.
"What is all that about?" Coretta asked.

"I don't know, and I'm afraid to guess," Patrick said, his hands touching the bandages over his eyes, lightly.
He hated the blindness, the handicap it put upon him now. "Something very strange is happening or Flax
wouldn't have patched us through to the White House that way. He was forcing someone's hand over
something. But we can worry about that some other time. We have more pressing problems." He touched
the bandages again. "Doctor, don't you think we can loosen these, maybe take them off for a quick look?
Y ou don't know until you try."

"We know, Patrick," Coretta said, working to keep her voice calm and professional. "Whatever the final
result is, that shock you and Nadya had to your eyes will render you sightless for aday at least. You gain
nothing by removing the bandages—and may even cause more damage. I'm sorry | can't be more specific.
But that's the straight of it."

"It could be permanent then?' Nadya asked, quietly.

"Perhaps, though | doubt it strongly. Thereis avery good chance that the blindnessis only atemporary
thing." She spoke flatly and emphatically because she was lying; she had no idea of the extent of the
damage. But morale building was more important than truth at this moment.

"All right," Patrick said. "We'll put that aside for the moment. Gregor, did the entire HOOPSNAKE
program come through on the printer?"

"It did. | have cut it into sheets and put them into a binder as you directed," Gregor said.

"Get it, will you?'



"Why?" Coretta asked, surprised. "If arescue ship ison the way we surely can forget about blowing
Prometheus up."

"The basic situation has not changed," Nadya said. She lay, strapped in her couch next to Patrick on his.
Just asblind, just as calm.

"That'sthe truth of it," Patrick agreed. "There are still too many bugger factorsin the equation. Our orbit
may hold out the hours needed for rescue. Or end any minute now. The observatory is sending arunning
report on solar activity. Minor flares, no
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excess radiation. But the sun is still rotating and we've no idea of what's coming next. One big
flareand that'stheend.”

"It'sterrible!" Corettacried out.

"It isonly thetruth,” Gregor said, going to her and holding her. The two pilots could not see
them, and even if they could—it would not matter. There were only a few vital things that
mattered any more.

"Gregor'sright," Patrick nodded into his private darkness. " We have to proceed as though the
Shuttle will never arrive. If it does get herein time, well then well and good. But if it doesn't
then all our reasons for going ahead with HOOPSNAKE still hold. It will take sometime, so |
suggest you start at once."

"How long?" Coretta asked.

" Considering the fact that neither of you hashad EVA experienceit could be threeor four
hours."

"What do we haveto do? | still have noreal idea of the whole thing."
"The program is explained herein great detail," Gregor said, holding up the sheaf of printout.
"For you maybe, baby, but that stuff isworsethan Greek to me.

"| better takethetimeto explain,” Patrick said. " You should grasp the principles before you
proceed. Areyou acquainted with the operating principle of the nuclear engine?"

"Just thetheory," Coretta said. " Hydrogen is used as a nuclear moderator aswell asfuel. Those
guartz tubes, some of them were broken, are what they call thelight bulb. The uranium isotope
in granular form is mixed with neon gasin thetubes, that's where the reaction takes place. This
heatsthe tubes up, how hot...?"

"Three thousand degrees.”

" A little on the warm side. Outside the light bulbsis a hydrogen atmospher e which gets hotter,
meaning it gets bigger, meaning it gets pressurized in the chamber and goes squirting out the
holein the back and we get pushed along and that isthat. Right?"

" Perfectly right, nice and simple. The whole process is much more complex and detailed but that
doesn't matter a damn right now, since all you and Gregor haveto doisbugger it up and turn it
into a bomb."
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"How do we do that?"

"In four stages. First you will have to space walk and make an access to the pressure chamber .



Thiswill mean cutting into one of the cones. It will be hard, but it can be done. One of you will
have to use the Astronaut Maneuvering Unit, the AMU, in order to reach the area. Then,
Gregor, what comes next? My memory is shot."

It wasn't memory, it was pain. The drugs wer e wearing off and his eyes ached so much it was
difficult to think. Gregor had read the program to him once, heremembered it clearly. Patrick
just had difficulty talking. He would need another shot soon, but had to put it off aslong as
possible. He was too groggy afterwards. Gregor flipped the pages and touched a line with one
long finger.

" Entrance must be made and the quartz tubing broken away to enlarge the chamber. Although
very resistant to heat the material of the light bulbsis most frangible. When this has been done a
four-meter section of U-235 storage tubing isremoved and rolled upon itself until its diameter is
approximately forty centimetersin diameter.. ."

"You lost mewith that one, Gregor."

"It'splastic tubing,” Patrick explained. " It isthe container for theuranium fuel. You can't store
the stuff in atank or it goes critical and goes bang. So it'sin this plastic tubing that's wrapped
around the base of the ship. A section of the tubing, with the fuel, hasto be cut off and rolled up
into a compact mass."

"Just aminute," Corettasaid. " If | recall my atomic medicine crash coursethat can be
dangerous. Won't it blow up?"

"Not yet. Therewill be greater activity, but it won't go critical."
"Whoever isdoing therolling is going to be mighty sick."

"Whoever isdoing that isgoing to be dead,” Patrick said grimly. " A lethal dose in minutes. But
it won't really matter."

"1 guessit won't," Coretta said, trying to match hiscalm. " It will take hoursfor even that kind of
dose to kill someone. But the whole ship will blow up well before that."

"That iscorrect,” Gregor said, turning to the last page. " When the fuel isready the flow of
hydrogen must be turned on from the

224
controls here. Then the mass of fuel isthrown forcefully into the pressure chamber. That isall.”
"All?" Shewas puzzled. " What happens next?"

"The hydrogen in the chamber acts asa moderator, slowing down the radiation that has been
escaping up to this point. The mass of U-235 goes critical..."

" And goes bang. An atomic explosion. | get the picture. So when do we get started?"
"Now," Patrick said. " Someone please tell methe GET time."

The Payload Changeout Room was just being locked into place against the Orbiter when the
Launch Controller, Gordon Vaught, climbed onto the spidery steel framework. He was a big,
solid man, with muscles and tendons furrowing and cording hisbare arms. Born and raised in
Dothan, Alabama, just a few hundred miles from Cape Canaveral, he was used to the damp
tropical climate, was scar cely aware of it. He pushed through the airlock into the cooled and
sterilized atmospher e of the Room. The clamps wer e being thrown that sealed the entire
structure tight against the body of the orbiter. Colonel Kober was supervising the operation.
Kober was a short, nasty type who was always in uniform, always fresh-pressed and spotlessly



clean. Vaught knew that he had a good mind, had an engineering degree aswell as his military
rank, yet he still disliked him immensely. The feeling was mutual. They worked together
because they had to, but that didn't mean they had to enjoy it.

"You preparing to remove your payload, Colonel?" Vaught asked.

"Weare, Mr. Vaught."

"How long before you get it out and we can seal the door s?"

"Wewill doit asfast as possible, if that iswhat you were asking."

"1 wasn't. | was sort of interested in a figure. Minutes, hours, days, you know the sort of thing."

Kober flashed the big civilian a cold look of loathing, brushing back histoothbrush moustache
with hisknuckle as he spoke. " An estimate, of course. Taking into mind past performance.
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Disconnect the utility bridges, attach supplementary power, unbolt, unship; moveto the pallets,
close up—it will be a good two-hour job."

"Wedon't have two hoursto wait. Fm starting fueling now." Vaught turned away but Kober's
har sh words stopped him in histracks.

"You cannot do that and | absolutely forbid you to. Civilian control on this project islax enough
asitis, but I will not permit criminally danger ous procedur es that might endanger this project or
my personnel. Do you under stand, Vaught?"

" Do you understand, Colonel, that my first nameis Mister asfar asyou are concerned. | want to
hear you useit. Asto your forbidding meto do anything, why you got as much chance as a hound
dog winning an elephant farting contest. The fueling starts now."

"You cannot. It isforbidden. I'll contact..."

His voice shut off sharply as Vaught closed the airlock door. My oh my, the man did rile easy. It
really was a pleasureto get the toe of the boot into him. Vaught pulled the CB radio from the
holster on hisbelt and thumbed it on.

" Station two. Arethe feed lines connected yet?"
" Last one going on now, Gordon"

" Good. Make sure yourmen on top are watching the bleed valves and start pumping. | want that
fuel in therejust asfast asyou can get it."

" Right"

Vaught put away theradio, then leaned on the hot metal of therailing and looked at the bird. The
squar e bulk of the Payload Changeout Room was locked against it, covering most of it, with just
the nose cones of the three big boostersrising above it. The orbiter was well hidden. Thetiered
form of the servicing tower stood beside it, now a scene of organized bustle. Underground fuel
lineswould bring the liquid oxygen and hydrogen, liquid only when kept at hundreds of degrees
below zero. Fueling must have begun because a white plume of vaporized gas puffed out of a
relief valve high above. Begun. Now it would be at least three hours before the tanks wer e filled.
Three hoursuntil thetanks had to befilled because that was the time of the only window they
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could use, the few minutes when the Space Shuttle had to be launched to hurl itself into space on
an accurate course, to rise up and arrive at the same moment in space and time as Prometheus
which would be hurtling up from behind. One chance at a meet, and only one. Well he would do
his part, get the bird fueled and counted down and ready to fly when they needed. If the military
payload was removed in time. Observation satellite they said, big hush deal with MPswith
sidearms around all the time. Something more than a usual observation satellite the rumors said.
Hedidn't know or care. All hewanted wasit out of the way in time.

Fueling was going well so he had timeto go in and bug Kober and make sure the thing was
plucked out and taken away. He liked riling Kober, even though it was so easy to do. He had
been in the Army himself when he was young, been made a cor poral befor e getting out. Anyone
abovetherank of Sergeant Major was instantly suspect. Chicken-shit chicken colonels werethe
best bait of all. He smiled and turned back towar ds the door.

The solar observatory was on Capri, theislein the Bay of Naples, Italy. M onte Solar o rose up
behind it wherethe terraced slopes, silver with olive trees, ran down through the village of
Anacapri to terminate in high limestone cliffs above the blue sea. Three-quarters of the way
down was the solid-walled building that housed the Solar Observatory of the University of
Freiburg. It was not the best site for an observatory of thiskind, the sea haze meant that seeing
could not begin until latein the morning and ended well befor e sunset in the afternoon. But
Capri isevery German'sidea of heaven, so heart had led head for just once and the observatory
had been built here. The short day left moretime for wine and peaches. A tour of duty on Capri
was not considered by the astronomers, or their wives, to be much of a sacrifice.

A mirror on top of the building rotated and tilted automatically to follow the sun, reflecting its
image down a chimney-like tube to the telescope room below. Here the magnified image passed
through a specially designed filter that screened out all except the wavelength of hydrogen. Thus
purified, modified and enlarged, the sun was captured on film by a L eica camera. Every two
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minutes during the day it took a picture, then advanced the film automatically to be ready for the
next shot. When the camera was not operating the image could be projected onto a white screen.
A burning, angry disc ayard in diameter, pocked with solar activity, rimmed with tendrils of
flame.

Dr. Bruzik was studying the image now, puffing complacently on a well-stained M eer schaum
pipe. Astronomy isavery placid occupation, demanding mor e patience than energy, and he had
practiced this science for a number of years. Hiswife, Jutta, came into the room.

"It isthat man in Texas again, on the phone. Heisvery angry because the Naples operator cut
us off for almost fifteen minutes.”

"If one were alwaysto be angry at the Italian telephone system, one would die of apoplexy
before reaching puberty. Was there any message?"

"Just as always. What isthe state of the sun?"

"You can reassur e him that there was no change while we were out of contact. Activity normal...
Gott in HimmelV

Bruzik gasped, forgetting that he held the stem of the pipe between histeeth, a very favorite
pipeindeed. It fell and broke on thetile floor—and he was not aware of it at all.

Because, hypnotized, he was watching a solar flare growing on the sun'sdisc. A tongue of fire
that leapt up higher and higher, arched out into space. He was watching millions of tons of
burning gas being gj'ected from the sun's surface, the explosive power of a gigantic solar storm.



What he knew also existed, what was not visible here, was the gigantic activity beneath the sun's
surface, the incredibly power ful magnetic fields that twisted and churned. And sent out radiation.
Radiation that, when it struck the atmosphere of Earth minuteslater, could cause the Northern
Lights, ruin radio reception, jam telegraph cables.

And so excite the upper atmospherethat it would rise up and strike Prometheus from its or bit.
Changetherelatively empty space at this altitude with its few molecules of air, to athin
atmospherethat would belike arock wall to the satellite traveling at five miles a second.

"Keep the telephone connection,” Bruzik called out. " | want to
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speak with them in a few moments. Try and make that cretin of an operator understand that the
line must be kept open at all costs.

"It looks asthough a period of intense solar activity is beginning. Just as Professor Weisman
said it would."
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GET 27:41

"Just do as| tell you, step by step, slowly and car efully, and nothing will go wrong," Patrick said.
" Areyou ready, Gregor ?"

n Da'll
"Coretta?"
"Da aswell, Patrick."

The hatch was open and they were facing it; Patrick could seeit clearly in hismind'seye. The
only way he could seeit. Coretta had taken off the thick top bandage and secured the pads on his
eyes with a tape, had donethisfor Nadya aswell. So they could be able to fit their helmets over
their heads. Getting into their pressure suits had been a fumbling, time-consuming job, with
Coretta and Gregor doing all thework for the four of them. The two pilotsin their unyielding
space armor had to be guided, carried really, to their couches. Moving them in this manner was
the easiest and most logical thing to do; Patrick had hated it, the total dependency, but had said
nothing. Now the atmospher e was gone, the hatch open, and each of them was sealed away from
the othersin athin capsule of life. And they would stay this way until the end. Until help
came—or didn't come.

"The AMU istethered just outside the hatch. Do you seeit?" Patrick asked.
" Still there," Coretta said.

" All right. Gregor, cut through the hatch, taking it very easy. If you just float through easy
Corettawill handle your umbilicals."

"1 don't think they will reach asfar asthe AMU," Gregor said.
*'We know they won't, they're designed for maneuver inside the
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cabin. But you'll be able to get at least a meter outside which is enough leeway for you to strap
intothe AMU. Pull it ascloseto the hull asyou can—but don't take off its safety hold-down yet.
There'sawide lap strap to hold you into position. Take both ends at once, pull up on them which



will seat you, then latch. Do you have that?"
" Roger."

"Then exit through the hatch. Coretta, try and give me a running commentary so I'll know how
it'sgoing."

" Sure. Going out now. A tight squeeze, but going through nicely. I'm paying out the
umbilicals "

Gregor was sweating heavily, panting with exertion. By now he was used to the lack of gravity
and the way inanimate obj ects seemed to have life and motions of their own. Thismoving around
would not have been too bad if he had not been restricted by the suit. Every action had to be a
forceful one and, if hedared relax hisarms, they tended to stick straight out from hisbody. The
simple act of getting into the bulky, chair-like form of the AMU, the Astronaut Maneuvering
Unit, proved almost impossible. Either he was moving or the AMU was, usually in opposite
directions.

"Takearest,” Corettaordered. " You're panting likea bulldog in heat. Let things quiet a bit or
you are going to overload your cooling unit."

" She'sright,” Patrick said.
"Must... finish this... a moment more..."

Angry at himself for being so clumsy, Gregor seized both ends of the straps and pulled them
tight, damping the movement of the AMU. They were spinning together now—~but at least it was
together. He closed his eyes against the vertigo and hauled on the straps until the ends came
together—and he clipped shut the belt.

"A great job," Corettasaid, smiling at hisvictoriousthumbs-up signal, using the umbilicalsto
damp hismotion. " In the AMU and ready for the next step," she said.

" Be very careful about sequence now," Patrick said. " Coretta, have you the safety line rigged?
With one end attached inside?"

"Doneasdirected,” she answered, giving the nylon line one last tug to make sure it was secure.
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" Good. Clip the other end to Gregor's belt—not to the chair. After thisis done plug the short
leads of the AMU umbilicalsinto the receiver on Gregor's suit."

"In place."

" All right, Gregor, you can turn the selector valve from the U position to the AM "
Gregor took the lever clumsily in his gloved fingers and pushed, hard. It did not move.
"It won't go,” hesaid.

"1t happens." Patrick's voice was calm, emotionless. " Traces of water in the oxygen, there can
beice. Try working it back and forth, alittle at atime."

"There... it ismoving a bit... a bit more ... done!"

"Very good. Coretta, first close the valve on hisumbilicals, there at the bulkhead, then
disconnect them."

It was done quickly, the disconnected umbilicals floating inside the cabin; Gregor in space



outside totally dependent upon the life systems of the AMU.
" Can you read me, Gregor?" Patrick asked.
"Very clearly."

"You areon the AMU radio connection now which is channeled through the intercom cir cuits.
On the outside of the hull isan aerial to pick up your signal. You may get far enough around the
ship for it to thin the signal or even loseit. Keep thinking about this so we don't get out of touch.
You'reon your own now, but you will keep the safety line connected. That way Coretta can pull
you back in at any time. You can start working your way back down the hull now. Moving safety
clipsasyou go."

"Shouldn't | usethegasjets..."

"Negative! They aretricky to use and take a lot of practice. Forget about them now. Just think
of the AMU as a big pack on your back and drag it along with you."

"Vasponyal, herel go."
" Do you have all thetoolsyou need?" Nadya said, speaking for thefirst time.

What afool | am, Patrick thought. | can't see what is going on out there, can't keep track of
everything. " Thank you, Nadya," hesaid. " | should have remembered. The cutting torch is still
back by
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the engines, along with most of the tools. But for thisyou will need the hydraulic jack as well.
Coretta, will you get it and clamp it to the AMU where Gregor can reach it."

It was not easy going. Coretta leaned far out the hatch to watch Gregor's progress; they could all
hear therasp of hisbreath in their ears. The AMU was like the old man of the sea on his back.
Instead of giving him freedom, moving him about, it got in the way of all his motions. Of course it
had no weight in free fall—but it still had mass. It took effort to get it moving, and once in motion
the same amount of effort to stop it. Whenever he moved the off-center mass had a tendency to
start him spinning. All he could do then wasreel in the short line that clamped him to the hull,
hold himself tight against it until the motion had been damped. Then attach to a new anchor and
crawl slowly on.

" At the engine,” hefinally gasped, a breathless cry of victory.

"Well done,” Patrick said, and the others called out agreement. " Anchor yourself well and listen
to Coretta. She hasthe program that outlines the best way to get into engine cavity. Areyou
tired?"

"Yes... alittle."

"Then take a breather first. Drink some water ...."
" Prometheus, thisis Mission Control. Comein"
"We'rehere, Flax."

" Patrick, Vm going to patch you through in a moment to Major Cooke in Florida. He is Commander
of the Shuttle that is coming up after you. Captain Decosta is his Pilot."

" Cookey and Des, thisis going to be old home week. We all trained together."



" A-OK, make things easier. Thafs what Cooke wants to talk to you about. Thereis one other thing.
The solar activity is hotting up. The report has just comein”

Patrick felt thetension grip him, the sharp cold realization that there might be no rescue at all. A
hope of safety offered—then whipped away. There was no hint of thisin hisvoice.

"When will it hit us? What will the effect be?"

"Thefirst jump in particle count is here now. Very slight, but ifs sure to grow."
" Can you give me any figures? Any times, Flax?"
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" The astronomy boys say it's difficult to predict with any accuracy. It is only after events that
correlations can be made.”

"In other wordswe'll know it first up here. All right, Flax, give me any time estimates at all if
you get them. You can patch through to the Cape now, whenever you're ready."

Theline was already open, the connection was made at once.
"Major Cooke, here, comein Prometheus."

"/ thought you would never call, Cookey."

"My pleasure, Pat. Deeis herewith me, just adding weight sitting around the ready room,
waiting for the bird to be counted down."

" Been waiting there long, Cookey?"

Cooke looked up at Decosta who was sitting across the table from him, listening in. Decosta, a
dark, small man who always wor e an expression of gloom, looked even sadder now as he heard
the question. He put hisfinger to histemple, his hand shaped like a gun, and pulled theinvisible
trigger. Cooke, a solid, meaty blond, looking more like a lineman than a pilot, nodded his head in
silent agreement.

"Just long enough,” he said. " We're going out to the shuttle in a few minutes, run through the
countdown early then hold while the fueling isfinished. We want to hit that window."

* 'So do we up here. Believe you me."

"Roger. | want to settlethetransferral details now before linkup. Are we going to have any
problems?"

Patrick's laugh was very cold. " That is all that you're going to have. Two of us can't see so we'll
have to be towed. And we'll need walk-around bottles of air."

" No problem. When we rendezvous Dee will get them to you. The configuration on this Orbiter
has the airlock opening into the Cargo Bay. So we'll haveto crack the doorsto the bay so he can
get out that way. They'll have to be open in any case, since two of your people are going to have
toride back there. We are set up to carry only four in shirtsleeve environment."

* | know. What do you plan to do?"
" Right now they are fixing two acceleration couches on pallets
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to gointo the bay. The walk-arounds hold enough oxygen for two hours. We'll be on the ground
beforethey run out."

There was a continued silence after that, filled only with the gently hissing static. Then Patrick
spoke again.

" Cookey, tell them to put in four couches. Just in case. Your cargo bay is as big as a barn, so there's
plenty of room."

" Positive—but we do have the room for two inside.”

"Doas| ask, Major. We may be in a hurry when we arrive. It could very well be a matter of getting
the hell out of there fast without worrying about cycling time through the airlock."

"I read you, Prometheus."
" Great. Now just get cracking and get your ass up herein that brick rocketship"

"Will do. We'll get four couchesin. Deeand | are suiting up now. Next time we talk to you will
be from the bird." He broke the connection.

"They know, don't they?" Decosta asked.
""He knows something."

*'But how much? Does he know we been sitting herein ready since before hislaunch? Because
we had so many aborted holds on the schedule flight that we had to hold again until after they
took off."

"Drop it, Dee, will you." Cooketurned to look out of the sealed window at the pad. The bulk of
the Space Shuttle stood out clearly, white plumes leaking from therelief valves. The winged
form of the Orbiter itself appeared small clamped to the three torpedo-like rockets of the main
fuel tank and the twin boosters. " We're doing a classified job and we got into it with our eyes
open. They asked for volunteersfor this one and we opened our mouths. They even gave usa
chanceto get out after we knew what the mission was. A lot of people maybe don't agree with us,
but | think getting that package into orbit over M oscow will help peacein thisworld."

"Weagreed to that. We didn't agreeto sit on our duffsand play pinochle instead of going up to
help those people on Prometheus."

"We'regoing, aren't we?"
" A little late, that'sall. Maybe too late. They'll burn before we get there."
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"You shut up beforel spread your Mex nose all over your face." " Not beforel cut out your
gringo heart and make tacos de corazon"

Theracial insults meant nothing; they were too good friends for that. They werejust words used

to cover up their real emotions, their real knowledge that they had per mitted themselves to sit
by without doing anything all thistime. Until it was possibly too late to help.
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GET 28:54

As soon asthe President had left the Cabinet room, the Secretary of State leanedover to speak



to Dillwater. " Come on, Simon, I'll buy you a cup of coffee," hesaid. *Tve had a good deal
already, Dr. Schlochter, thank you." "Waell adrink then, | don't think | have seen you have
anything other than coffee all the time we have been in here." "I rarely drink spirits, but, yes, a
small sherry perhaps." They walked past the table laden with sandwiches and coffee to the small
portable bar which had been rolled in afew hoursearlier. Bandin had felt in need of a few more
large bourbons and had, he thought, covered this up by encouraging the other to drink aswell.
Schlochter poured out a Tio Pepe with a steady hand, then a vodka on the rocks with a twist of
lemon peel for himself. He handed the sherry to Dillwater and raised hisown glass. " To a
successful rescue mission," hesaid. " Yes, | will drink to that. But to very littleelse.” " The
President isa very occupied man, Simon, with mor e problems than you can per haps under stand."

" Ever the peacemaker, Dr. Schlochter, are you not? But | am afraid thereislittle you can
accomplish thistime. | tendered my resignation to go into effect the instant those people are
back on the ground. Or dead. Both the President and General Bannerman
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knew that the shuttle was available for a rescue mission—yet they did nothing until their hand was forced."
He looked pointedly at Schlochter. "Did you know about it as well?"

"No, | did not, | am relieved to say. If | had | might have been as divided in mind and as concerned as the
President was."

"Y ou will make me cry in amoment, Dr. Schlochter."

€1 appreciate the reasons for your irony, Simon, and | won't argue with them. But you should remember
that the President has the larger job of being leader of this great nation, of guiding its destiny in war and
peace. Aslong as there was even a slim chance that the engines could be started to lift Prometheus out of
orbit he did not dare jeopardize our national security by canceling the PEEKABOO operation. The fate of a
few sacrificed for the greater need of the many. The cleft stick that many statesmen are forced into."

Dillwater looked into his empty sherry glass, then put it back onto the bar. The only signs of fatigue he had,
after all these hours, were the tightened lines around his eyes. He drew himself up and spoke quietly and
quickly so only Schlochter could hear him.

"I come from a class and background in America, Dr. Schlochter, that has almost vanished. | was taught
early not to use profanity and low language and | have followed that course through life because | found it
the most agreeable way. However there are exceptions. What you say about President Bandin is the pure
quill well-refined and first grade absolute bullshit. The man isa political opportunist who will sacrifice
anything, anyone, to guarantee his reglection. Morally he makes Mr. Nixon look like a choir boy."

Schlochter nodded serioudly, listening to the words as though they were some highly refined argument.

"Y et you took a position in his administration? Knowing what you did about—shall we say—his moral
drawbacks?"

"I did. He needed me as a member of what is called the Liberal East Coast Establishment to get him some
votes. | felt that NASA was important enough on its own to justify my aid.”

"Then what has changed?' Schlochter drove home the points of his arguments with slow shakes of his
forefinger. "The President is the same person you always knew he was. And NASA and the
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Prometheus Project are even more badly in need of your expertise and aid than they were when
you first joined."

"My mind ismade up. | haveresigned. | cannot be any part of a government that that man isthe



head of."

"Think again, if you please. | have been talking to Moscow and we are agreed that Prometheus
must go on, whatever happens now. Too much has been invested, the need for energy istoo
great—"

" And Bandin needsreelection too badly."

"Precisely. You are probably the only person who can see the project through to completion."
Heraised his hand before Dillwa-ter could speak. " Do not answer now, please. Think about it. |
will talk to you again, later. Now, | believe, yes—isn't that your phonethat isringing?"

Dillwater moved swiftly to it and seized it up.
" Simon Dillwater speaking."

"Flax here. A progress report to date. About an hour to go to takeoff of the Space Shuttle. The
countdown going well there. The solar storm ifs... getting worse."

"What doesthat mean in time?"

" No one seemsto know exactly. Solar activity will lift up the top of the atmosphere. How much and
how fast is still a guess. But soon. It could be before rendezvous, or just after it"

"Not very heartening news." Dillwater realized he was holding the phone so hard that his finger
hurt; heforced himself to relax. " You have kept the crew of Prometheusinformed, | takeit?"

"Yessir. They know everything we do as soon as we get the information. They are proceeding with
the HOOPSNAKE project"”

"What? But | thought..."

"That it had been abandoned? No, sir. They feel that the threat of impact isa real one. And the
chances of their being taken off before atmosphere contact only a fair possibility. Therefore they arc
initiating the HOOPSNAKE program just in case."

"We should never have asked them," Dillwater whispered, pounding hisfist on the table as he
spoke.

"/ didn't hear that last. .. "
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" Nothing. Please keep me informed of everything."

Eighty-five miles high, Prometheus hurded in its steady course. The great globe of the Earth
below moved slowly by. They were over the Panama Canal now, but clouds and storms obscur ed
any clear view. Beyond the blue of Earth the stars shone clearly in great profusion, the moon a
clear disc, the sun a burning presence that could not be faced direcdy. Gregor kept his back to it,
looking outward at the incredible vision of space as seen from space. He was the pendant
spectator, the godlike eye, the vision apart from the world of hisbirth.. Separated by space, was
thewarmth, the water, the air of the planet, a bit of which he carried with him, just a few
centimetersthick, theonly barrier between himself and the deadly vacuum of space. L ooking at
the Earth like this he felt distant, yet so much a part of it, could see it more clearly than he ever
could from the ground.

" Feeling rested, Gregor ?" Patrick's voice echoed inside his helmet, drawing him back.

"Yes, much better really, just tired and hot there for a moment."



"You'vedonealot."

"Not everything." Heturned and looked at the jagged metal at the base of the ship. " The
supports have been cut away so | can get closeto theorifice. I've cut into the trumpet mounting
and managed to fit in thejack so | levered it aside to get accessto the thrust chamber. All that's
left isto get inside the chamber and knock the light bulb out of the way."

"How do you plan to do that?"
"| have a steel rod | cut loose. That should do thejob."
" Good luck."

Coretta and Nadya spoke as well and he nodded, half listening, but did not answer. Thiswasthe
last challenge. He held the bar in hisleft hand, he had no way to tie it down securely, which made
moving about difficult. Theline he had clipped to the ship prevented much movement, and he
saw no way to unclip it, move, then reclip it with one hand. He opened the fastening and let it
float free. On the base of Prometheus here Cor etta could not see
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him so she would not know what he had done. And she did hold the other end of the nylon safety
line. She could reel him in to safety if he did move free of the ship. He did not intend to. There
wer e handholds enough here among the braces and pipes.

Handgrip by handgrip he worked up to the thrust chamber he wanted. The two-meter-high
trumpet mouths of the other chamberswere on all sides of him, the other pipes and gear beneath
his clutching hand. When his head was over the open mouth of the chamber he stopped, held on
firmly until all movement had been damped, then clipped back onto the ship. The opening was
like a black O-shaped mouth before him. The extension light was on the left side of the AMU.
With precise motions hetransferred the steel rod and groped for thelight. It flicked on and cast
adisc of light onto the dark metal, lit only by Earthlight. He found the mouth of the chamber,
aimed the light inside and gasped.

He had not expected this. Instead of the soot-lined cavity or the burned mouth of a rocket, here
was a three-meter-long chamber like Aladdin's cave. It was smooth lined, shining with reflected
light, filled up the center with a delicate crystal structure. Thiswasthe tube everyone had
referred to so disparagingly asthelight bulb. It was more like a crystal chest of diamonds,
glinting and glowing with gemlike sparkle asthe bright light played acrossits surface. As he
moved the light shadows and illumination changed and the colors flowed and merged.

"Will you be ableto break it up in there?" Patrick asked, hisvoice coming from a great distance.

Gregor sighed and forced himself to return to thereality of the situation. Thiswas no cathedral
tothe glories of the gods of science. It was a demaolition site.

"Yes, | should be ableto," he said.

With thelight in hisleft hand he pushed the steel rod slowly through the opening, down itsfull
length until it hit against the quartz and rebounded. Now the shadow of hisarm and therod
changed theillumination even more and the colors and lights sparkled and spun.

For one moment more helooked at it—then struck out.

It was a slow motion ballet of destruction, independent of gravity and air pressure. When the
steel struck the quartz fractured,
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particles and fragments moving out in all directions. The opening was about half a meter wide
and Gregor had hisarm in asfar asit would go now, his body writhing slowly in reaction as his
arm and the bar moved back and forth. When hefinally looked in again the destruction was
complete; only glittering fragments filled the chamber. He pulled out therod and hurtled it from
him, out into space, getting smaller and smaller until it vanished, still in orbit trailing behind
Prometheus, though invisible now.

"It isdone,” Gregor said, really speaking to himself though the others heard.
"Comeon in, then,"” Patrick said. " Right now if you're done."

Therewasastrain, atouch of tension in hisvoice and Gregor heard it. He shrugged. Why not?
There was tension enough for all of them. But had something new happened? His mind was on
this, not what he was doing. He undipped his short safety line, pushed off towards the side of the
ship, reached for a stanchion.

And missed.

Horrified, he watched the base slide by next to him, just out of reach, then the burnished side of
Prometheus moved into view, the projecting hatch a good fifty meters away with the shining
globe of Coretta's helmet protruding from it.

"You shouldn't be that far from the ship," she said.
"Not on purpose. I'm afraid | lost my hold."
"“I'll pull youin.."

"STOP!" Patrick shouted. " Don't do anything yet. Thereisno danger aslong as the safety line
isstill attached. Isit, Coretta?"

" Secure both ends."

" All right—describe to me exacdy what you see, where Gregor is."

'Well, he'sjust comeinto view now. Floating straight out away from the ship it looks."
"How fast?"

"1 don't know. It took maybe one, two seconds for all of him to comeinto view."

" Good, very good." Patrick guessed at Gregor's speed, the distance he had to go, then made a
quick calculation. " Pull in the line slowly, until it's straight, just the slightest tension. When it's
taut then pull in ayard more very slowly, take about three seconds to
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doit. Remember, it'snot a matter of hauling him in, just starting him in theright direction. He
can't get lost aslong asthelineisattached. Theworst thing you can do isto get him moving too
fast, slam him to the ship at the end of hisarc."

"There—it'sdone,” Coretta said.

"That's great. Now keep the rope as short asyou can without exerting any more pull on him, just
reel it in as he moves closer."

It was frightening, though safe, Gregor had to keep telling himself that. But he was still moving
away from the ship, though up along itslength at the sametime. Very logical, he must remember
that, a ssimple problem in mechanics. He had originally imparted a motion away from the ship,



Coretta had added a motion along itslength. His direction now was a vector of those two for ces,
moving still away from the hatch, but along the ship towardsit all thetime. An interesting
problem—abstractedly. Not so interesting when he was the weight at the end of the string.

Patrick strained to imagine what was happening, having only Coretta's description to guide him.

"Closer," she said.

"Wait until heiseven with the hatch—then stop taking in any more line. That will start him in an
arc towards the ship. But do it gently or he'll speed up and slam into the hull. That iswhat we
must watch out for."

" Right—her e goes."

There was a gentle tug on the line on his belt—then Gregor found himself moving towardsthe
hull again. He put out his arms, bent his elbowswhen he struck in slow motion, and absorbed the
shock. Before he rebounded he grabbed an anchor ring nearby.

"Doneit!" hegasped, victoriously.

"Comeonin," Patrick ordered, astired asthe otherswith the strain. He waited until Gregor was
back at the hatch, securing the AMU, climbing inside, befor e he spoke again.

" Put some extra lashing on the AM U, then close the hatch," he said.
"Why, what reason," he asked. It was Nadya who answered him, speaking in quiet Russian.

"Wetalked to Mission Control while you were outside. Thereisa prediction now, about the
atmosphere. They have an eighty
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percent estimate that we may impact at next perigee, in about ten minutes.”

" But that isone orbit too soon! On the next orbit the Space Shuttle will be here, we'll be taken
off!" Helooked around at the others, their faces dimly seen through the filters on their helmets.

*

"Weknow," Nadya said, simply. " Perhapsour luck hasrun out. A few more minutes will tell."
Gregof started for the hatch. " | must go back, finish the HOOPSNAKE program.”

"Notime," Patrick said. " It will taketoo long. Let's seeif weridethisout, then we can decide.
What isthe GET?"

" 33:23,? Coretta said.
" Six minutes more. Then sixty-five after that if the Shuttleislaunched on schedule."

They could only wait then. For Patrick and Nadya it was harder to wait in the darkness.

42

GET 3314
"What do they say about the fuel?" Decosta asked.
" Almost done," Cooke told him.

" And about timetoo. Thisisa very uncomfortable position to liearound in."



Both pilots were strapped into their seatsin the Orbiter flight deck, in normal flying position.
But the Orbiter had the dual role of being both space vehicle during takeoff and operation in
orbit, then airplane when the time cameto land. The two pilots sat in their stations, their seats
mor e like those of an ordinary cockpit than a space vehicle. Perfect for maneuvering and landing,
but uncomfortable now since the vehicle was standing on its tail, pointing straight up into the air.
Likesitting in a chair that was lying back down on the floor.
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"What about the couches?" Decosta said, speaking into the microphone.
" Locking into place now/® the car go engineer's voice said.

" And the walk-arounds?"

n

" Stowing themin theairlock
"No! Not good enough." Decosta began pulling at his belt fastening.
" And what do you think you are doing?" Cooke asked.
" Getting the hell down there and putting thingsright."

"You'reout of your gourd! We've less than twenty minutes to zero, we're into the countdown
now. We can't ready for takeoff with you rattling around there."

"You just might haveto. Thisisnot the usual operation.”" He was moving as he spoke, climbing
about his chair until he hung from the back of it—then dropped thefive feet to the rear wall of
the aft flight deck, now afloor. " We're not going to have much time up there. | want that gear set
up so | can useit instantly without extra farting around."

He dropped through the interdeck opening into mid deck below.
"1f you're not back on time I'm leaving without you," Cooke called out to his vanishing back.

The bulk of the airlock was like a closet lying on its back next to him. Decosta undogged it and
heaved it open. He looked straight down through the airlock and the open outer door beyond at
the vast open area of the cargo bay below, itsfar end a sheer drop of sixty feet. A cherry-picker
cage was just beyond the airlock hatch and he stared into the shocked face of the technician
there.

"You'renot supposed to be here, Captain,” he said.
" Blame my mother, | was premature. Move over."

Decosta climbed down into the airlock, swung from the edge of the outer hatch—then dropped
neatly down in the cage. Trying to ignore the sheer fall beyond. The cage bounced with his
sudden weight and they both clutched therail.

"You'regonnagive me a heart attack,” the technician groaned.

"Arethese the walk-arounds?" Decosta asked, pointing to the oxygen bottles on the floor of the
cage.

"Yes, sir. | was gonna lash them—"
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"Forget it, | have a better idea. Drop usdown."



They moved slowly down the length of the bay, between the wide-gaping jaws of the open doors.
Thisgreat tubular cargo space, sixty feet long and fifteen wide, was usually filled either with
cargo or the palletized experiments bolted into place. Or a satellite like the one so recently
removed. The only cargo now was a single pallet that was sealed into place just behind the cabin.
Four acceleration couches had been roughly welded to it. They were askew, not lined up in a
neat row, and the welds were bumpy and uneven. But they wer e secure and they werein placein
time—nothing else counted now.

"Down to the bottom," Decosta said, pointing. " To the end effector on the end of the
manipulator arm."

Theremote manipulator arm ran almost the length of the cargo bay, ajointed tube fifty feet long.
It was absurdly thin for itslength and the motorsin itsjoints were scar cely ableto moveitsown
weight now. Because it was designed for operation in space only, in freefall, beyond the reach of
gravity. At itsfar end was a jaw-like mechanism designed to seize the cargo and lift it free.
Decosta looked at it, thinking fast, thinking of what the situation would belike in space.

"Hey, Captain," the technician on the nearby tower wearing ear phones and microphone called
out. "Major Cooke says you have only fifteen minutes left."

"1 know, | know," Decosta called back, beginning to sweat now. " Take thisthing down to the
bottom end of the cargo bay and let's unload the walk-ar ounds."

Decosta jumped out onto the circular platform and took the heavy oxygen tanksthe technician
handed him, placing them in arow at hisfeet. " Do you have any nylon rope?" he asked.

"Yeah. Whiteand red ..."
" Pass me the white."

As quickly as he could he lashed the walk-arounds side by side to thering bolts set into the
metal. He used a single length of line, weaving it back and forth over the tanks, then securing. A
single cut anywherein theline would free them.

"Knife."
Thetechnician handed him a heavy pocket knife. He opened
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thelarge blade, cut the line—then reached for the end of thered line and passed it quickly
through the clasps on each walk-around, tying them together. He climbed back into the cage.

"Totheend of the manipulator.”
The cagerose and he let theline reel out behind it.

"You got about eight minutesleft!" the communications man called out. " It takes usthat long for
the final check and to close and dog those doors."

"Almost done." He slashed the line off and tied the free end to the end of the manipulator. Then
he cut off another short length and used it to tie the knife close beside it, dangling free on a foot
of line.

"Hey, that's my knifel" thetechnician called out.
"It'sabout to take atrip. Put in a statement of charges. Now get us out of here."

The cagerose up, higher and higher, until it hovered just under the door to the airlock above.



The outer doors of the cargo bay were slowly closing at the same time, Decosta put one foot on
therail of the basket and, with the technician steadying him, managed to reach up and grab the
opening. Pulling, and pushing against the groaning man's shoulder with one foot, he worked his
way up intothe airlock, the door slammed shut and sealed right behind him.

" Get up here!" he heard Cooke shouting. " Christ, we'rein the countdown. Two minutesto
takeoff. | can't wait."

" Coming..." the pilot gasped, closing and sealing the door, climbing hurriedly up the handholds
on thewall, grabbing out for the lip of the opening in the floor above. He looked up, gasping, into
Cooke's strained face.

" Thirty seconds!” Cooke shouted. " Pumps going, ignition coming up, strap in, damn it—strap
in\"

Decosta pulled himself into his chair with the last of his strength, grabbed for the ends of his
belt—as the enginesfired.

Roaring out streams of flame the Space Shuttle lifted, moved faster and faster, rising up towards
itsrendezvousin space.

" The Shuttleisgo/° Flax said, hiswords sounding in the ears of all four aboard Prometheus. " One
minute into the burn.”

245

Patrick had flown the Shuttle more than once so he knew what was happening, knew the
sensations of the two men piloting her. Thefirst burn, the big kick by the solid fuel boosters.
Three minutes of their firing along with the Orbiter engines aswell. Then, one hundred and sixty
miles down-range ...

" Burn out, separation."

The two big tubes, empty now, arching away, falling back towards the Atlantic Ocean. Then the
snap of their parachutes and the slow drop down towardstheretrieval shipswaiting below. But

the Orbiter was still climbing, still sucking the last drops of fuel from the external tank, still not
in orbit. And trouble now and the Orbiter would haveto faU back to Earth. They wouldn't make
it. What was happening?

"/ carCt hear you, Orbiter, right, okay now. Roger. External tank jettison."

Engines still firing asthe tank fell away to burn in the thin atmosphere. Still climbing, still aiming
for orbit insertion. On the way.

"What'sthat?" Coretta shouted. " Something burning, outside the ports."
But even as she spoke the shuddering began, hammering and vibrating.
" Atmosphereimpact!" Patrick cried out. " Atmosphere...."

Thetelevision program director sat looking at his monitor screens and muttered to himself
unhappily. What a choice, what a miserable choice. The Vance Cortwright picture was going out
now, as well as his doomladen voice. That was on monitor two. On one he had a picture of
Mission Control, everyone busy as hell at the consoles as they had been for last god-only-knows
how many hours. Without voice, Flax had cut them out again. Forget them, the viewer s had seen
enough of that pictureto use again right now. On three a studio with a science fiction
author-space expert, ready to go again with explanations and little models and everything. The
director had gotten alot of mileage out of him, and there would be more to go, but not right now



with things maybe breaking. Four was blank now, ready toroll any of the special
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filmsthey had made. They had just used the Space Shutde takeoff animation, but with the Shutde
Orbiter up there now that was finished. The director cut in on Cortwright's voice while he
thought.

" ... dramatic events of the past hours drawing now to.a conclusion. A conclusion still clouded
with doubt as Orbiter reaches up into space, hurtling after Prometheus, rushing to catch up.
Their engines are shut down now asthe final calculations are made, calculations that cannot be
off by as much as one-thousandth of one percent. For, at this moment, the two spacecraft arein
different orbits, at different heights, moving at different speeds. When Orbiter fires her engines
again they should lift her up for the final and dramatic meeting that everyone, all over the world,
iswaiting for. The gallant crew of Prometheus have worked hard, and some have died, to reach
this moment in time and space. How unspeakably cruel it would be if victory, lifeitself, should be
torn away from them at thislast minute, for they are reaching the end of their painful journey at
last. Approaching their last orbit..."

" Start rolling the Prometheus burning film," the director said into his mike. As soon asthe
animated drawing of the ship came on he switched to it with Cortwright's voice over.

"...unbreathable at thisaltitude, asthin and rarefied astheinside of alight bulb. But at the
tremendous speed of five miles a second, eighteen thousand miles an hour, that trace of air will
belike a solid wall to Prometheus." The model's nose began to glow and send off sparks. " Heat
it up, burn it, eventually to ..."

Cortwright stopped talking, his eyes widened, and he pressed the miniature earphone harder
against hishead. When he spoke again he was excited, fatigue vanished.

"It'shappened, my God it's happening at thisvery instant. Prometheus reported atmosphere
impact and then their signal faded. We know that the heated, ionized atmospher e prevents
communication, that isall it may be. Or the wor st may be upon them at last, the fated moment we
have all been dreading may be here. Thismay bethe end. And if it is, we can only say that
though these people may die, these brave astronauts, they have not died in vain. Because their
efforts have kept this giant in the sky up there until now, until this moment when it is hurtling
over the
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empty wastes of the Pacific Ocean. If it falls now no one below will be hurt, the tragedy of
Cottenham New Town will not be repeated. ..."

"Great, really great,” thedirector chuckled to himself and rubbed his hands together. " They hit
while we had the burning animation on. What really great timing!"

"/ dorft know" Flax said. " Honest to God | just do not know anything yet"

"1 understand, Mr. Flax, and | do appreciate your position." Dillwater could hear the exhaustion,
the pain, in the man's voice and knew he could ask no more, push him no farther. " Thisline will
be open and | will be standing by, we will all be standing by, waiting for whatever news you may
have. We are all praying it will be good."

Dillwater slowly hung up the receiver and looked at the circle of watching faces. " Nothing
additional isknown," he said.

"They haveto know!" President Bandin shouted. " Eight billion dollar s worth of equipment and
they don't have a clue? Can't they just look up, point a telescope?"”



"They are doing everything technically possible. We will know what happensin a matter of
minutes.”

Bannerman walked over to stare at the big plotting board, at thered circle that was
Prometheus's location on last contact.

"They had better find out something pretty soon. If that thing burns now, it will just knock a hole
in the ocean. But if it staysin orbit just a few minutes moreit's going to come down right on top
of Los Angeles.”

They could not speak. There were no wordsto convey their feelings asthey realized this
unthinkable—yet possible—greater tragedy.

"Nothing," Cooke said. " Nothing yet." He looked out at space, at the stars, unseeingly.

"They can't burn, not when we'rethis close," Decosta said. He
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opened hisbelt and kicked up, floating away from his chair. " I'm getting into the pressure suit."
"Wedon't know for certain or not if you are goingto get a chanceto useit."

"Don't you think | know that?" Hisvoice was bitter, angry. He opened the locker in therear and
hauled the suit out. " It's like knocking on wood. You do it even if you aren't superstitious. | am
putting thisthing on and | am going to useit, hear?"

"You tell them, tiger." Cooketried to be funny, to smile as he spoke, though he had never felt
more depressed in hisentire life. He pressed the microphone switch, " Orbiter to Mission
Control. Have you heard..."

"Nothing," Flax said. " Sorry Cooke, nothing at all yet. The program isstill running and you're
duefor aburn in about twenty minutes."

" Roger, Mission Control. Out."

Flax was beyond all fatigue, beyond all caring. That it should end like this, now, so suddenly with
salvation just beyond their grasp. Helooked at the GET. L ess than an hour from hook-up...

" Something on the wavelength.”

The voice from communication jerked them all about like puppetson a string, to stare at the
wall,speaker that hissed and roared with interference, to strain to hear if that was a voice behind
the electronic waterfall. There were words, barely comprehensible wor ds.

.. .in... Control... come... this.. .is Prometheus ..."
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GET 33:34

"There'sno moreof it," Coretta said. " Thefire, the burning pieces, they're all gone." s-s-m
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" Five minutes now, at least,” Patrick said. "We'rethrough and into our last orbit."
"What do you mean?" Coretta asked.

"We were at perigee, the closest part of our orbit to Earth, going past it and moving higher.



That'swhen we hit, grazed the atmosphere. Any mor e than that and we'd have slowed and
burned. Just touched lightly like a skipping stone on water, then away. Now we know almost to
the minute how much time we have. At next perigee we go down. A little over an hour.” He
fumbled in hisdarknessto find the mike switch, turned it on. " Mission Control thisis
Prometheus. | want to talk to Or-biter."

" Roger, Patrick, Orbiter islistening."
"How'syour bird, Cookey?"

" A-OK and in the green all the way."
"What'syour ETA for hook-up?"

" Just about forty minutes."

"That'll be fine aslong as you get here on time. It will give vou about twenty minutes for the
approach and exit. Might | suggest you make the approach a good one and get us on the first
pass."

" Suggestion accepted, Pat. | will do my goddamnest.”
"I know you will, Cookey. Out."

Nadya waited until the radio connection was broken before she spoke. " Do we havetimeto
repressurize and evacuate this cabin again before hook-up?" she asked.

"Yes, morethan enough time," Patrick said.
" Could we please, my eyes ... thereisdiscomfort, alitde pain perhaps."

"You should have said something—Gregor, pressurize, you know wherethe controlsare."
Patrick groped out through their darkness until hisfingersfound the other couch, felt along it
until hereached her arm, her hand. He held it tightly, realizing that they had forgotten about her
and she had not bothered them while they got on with thejob. Blind, locked in her pressure suit,
uncomplaining.

"I'm sorry,"” Patrick said.
"Don't besilly. You have done everything possible for all of
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"Pressure,"” Gregor said, loosening his helmet and removing it. After the stink of his own body
inside the suit even the canned, recycled air of the cabin smelled good. Coretta had her helmet
off now and was helping Nadya with hers.

"1'm going to put a fresh dressing on and give you a shot," she said.
"1 don't want to sleep.” There was a sharpnessin Nadya's voice that had not been there before.
"Don't worry, honey. Just alittle one for the pain. And for Patrick too."

She bent efficiently to her task and Gregor watched her. Her hair wasrich and dark, a contrast to
hisblond curls. And her skin; brown, warm, soft. She was different from anyone he had ever met
before. He wanted to bend and kiss her throat, there above the hard neckring of her suit. He did
not, did not want to interrupt. Instead he looked up at the numbers clicking over on the GET,
then out of the port at the darkness.



"When Corettaisfinished we must depressurize. | must go out and finish HOOPSNAKE."

"No!" Coretta gasped out the words, turning about. " We don't have to now, they're coming to
get us."

"That does not alter the fact that this spacecraft must be destroyed completely. For the benefit
of the people below."

" But you heard Mission Control, they think it will hit the ocean___ "

"Think is not good enough. Thereisjust as good a chanceit will strike California. | must not
allow that chanceto be taken."

"1'm afraid we have no choice," Patrick said. " Wedid our best but | don't think you'll be ableto
finish thejob. There'savery good chance that the AMU was carried away, if the debriswas as
heavy as you say. Without it you won't be able to get back to the engines again."

"1 hadn't thought!" Gregor said. He pushed off, floundered, sslammed into the wall by the port,
then righted and pressed his face closely against the cold glass. He could see the outside of the
hatch. Nothing else.

"It isgone" hesaid, wearily. " That isthe end of it."
Coretta broke the disposable hypoder mic needles in two and
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pushed them into the waste holder, then went over to him. She had moved too fast, for getting,
and had to grab him as she floated up so she would not hit too hard. She held onto hisarms and
did not let go.

"Why so sad? We did our best. No one'sto blame."

He gazed at the pilots, at their bandaged faces, a look of pain cut deep into hisface. When he
spoke it was a soft whisper that only she could hear. " | wanted to doit, it wasimportant. L ook at
them, there, blinded, perhapsforever. It was my country that did that and | am ashamed. |
thought we could, | could, make up for it somehow by putting things right. Destroying
Prometheus. Destroying the threat to the world."

" But you heard theradio. It wasn't the Soviet Union that sent up the bomb. Just oneman ..."
Gregor smiled crookedly and raised his gloved fingersto her lips.

"You areachild, darogaya, a lovely woman yet a child when you say that. Accidentslike that
don't happen in my country. It was planned, a scrapegoat was found...."

"It's a scapegoat, not a scrapegoat, and | believe anything you say. But there's nothing you can
do about it now—except put it from your mind. If that bus gets herein time we'll be alive and out
of it and back in the State of Floridain timefor dinner."

Her dark eyeswerewide open, staring into his blue ones, as she leaned forward and kissed him
full on the mouth. The metal collar rings of their suits clattered together and she had to lean far
out so their lips could meet. It could have been funny, two thick figures swaddled in fabric and
plastic, holding to each other like shapeless bundles. It could have been funny, but/it was not. He
kissed her as she did him, eyes open, saying mor e than words ever could.

"What isthe GET?" Patrick asked suddenly.

"34:23," Coretta answered, drawing back from Gregor and looking up at the numbers.



"Timeto depressurize. Helmets on. Take care of that, Gregor, when we're all secured. The
Orbiter will be making the final approach now."
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" Prometheus, | have you on electronic ranging and we are closing," Cooke said.
"We are waiting jot you> Orbiter. Our hatch is open and we are standing by."
"Burn iscomplete and we'r e closing at one two oh feet per second.”

*Therethey are!" Decosta called out as Prometheus swam into view. Cooke nodded, hands busy
at the controls.

"We have you in sight now, looks like we're making a high side pass. Your crew moduleisin the
shadow of the payload so | don't know if hatch alignment isin the green."

"My people here are on the lookout—they see you now. Coming in just fine. Our hatch is about thirty
degrees away from earthside your approach.”

" Okay, Pat. I'll lift a bit and roll aswe comein. A piece of cake."

Of courseit wasn't. Cooke knew he had to get it right the first time because there could be no
second attempt. Right so far. 2,727 feet out, closing at 19.7 feet per second. He hit the forward
gasjets. 1,370 feet, 9.8 feet per second. The spacecr aft grew steadily larger, closer.

" Good thing they are carrying their payload on their nose," Decosta said. " All burned to hell.
Better it than them." Heturned his oxygen on, then put on his helmet. " Radio connection
okay?" he asked.

"Fine."
"1'm getting the door s open, the tanks ready."

He dived headfirst through the floor hatch, kicked off the wall and grabbed the dogging handle of
theairlock, twisting it, pulling up on the door. Once inside he sealed it behind him and punched
the bleed valve. The pressure reading wound down and down until the red evacuation light
blinked on. The outer door of the airlock opened easily and just outside it were the door
controls. Decosta trained hislight on them, switched the selector to open and pressed the
activate button. A crack of light appeared, widened, asthe curved, sixty-foot long doors began to
swing back. Light poured in and he could see the base of the remote manipulator no morethan a
yard away. He moved off towardsit, seized it, and using it as a guide pushed himself the length of
the cavernous
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hold, to thefar end. As he went he permitted himself only one quick glimpse of Prometheus.

It was no morethan a hundred yards away and closing smoothly. An immense scarred cylinder in
space, two hundred and fifty feet long. The crew module was still in the shadow of the payload but
he knew they wer e there, waiting for him.

"Ontheway,"” hesaid, grabbing the working end of the manipulator as he cametoit. The knife
wasjust where he had left it, floating free at the end of the length of line. He reached out
carefully and grabbed the handle, then used the blade to sever the line where he had tied it. An
easy steady push sent him floating the last ten feet to the end wher e the walk-arounds were
lashed, to grab the ropes and saw through a length of white nylon, to pull it free loop after loop.

When thetie-down line had been removed and was floating away into space he tied the knife to



thered linethat held the four tankstogether, then retraced his way back to the manipulator
controls. Only then did hetake thetimeto look out.

Prometheus was there. No mor e than fifty, sixty feet away, filling the sky with its bulk. Light
glowed in the ports and from the open hatch where he could clearly see the helmets of the crew.

"Ready to go," Decosta said.

"You'rethrough to Prometheus," Cooke answer ed.

"1 haveyou in sight," Decosta said, pushing an actuator handle forward.
"What do you want usto do?" Patrick asked.

" Here come the walk-abouts, on the end of thearm."

Thelong tube of the manipulator rose up and up, pulling along the tanks at the end of their
length of line. " FlI try not to bang them into you, but they are swinging around a lot. Grab them
when they get close. Thereisaknifetied out there with them, watch out for it, so you can cut
them free."

In Prometheus they could only wait, grouped by the hatch, two of them watching the welcome
sight of the Orbiter asit drew close. It waslike a great airplane flying towards them, an illusion
destroyed when it rolled slowly until it was drifting topsidein their direction. Then it split down
almost its entirelength, long door s gaping wide, and the thin shaft of the manipulator was
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reaching out in their direction, the tanksfloating free at the end.
"What's happening?" Patrick said, angry that he had to ask.

"I'm sorry,” Corettasaid. " forgot. There'salong arm coming over with the tanks, they are
whipping back and forth, swinging around. They've stopped now

" Can you reach them, Prometheus?"

"No." Gregor reached out asfar as he could. " They are still at least two meters away."
"/'m out all theway" Decosta said.

" Coming closer," Cooke answered.

Therewas a brief spurt of gason the directional jets and the Orbiter drifted sideways, looming
up.

"Enough!" Gregor shouted asthelong arm seemed about to impale the ship. White gas spurted
into the vacuum and the motion stopped. " | can reach them now. Coretta, hold my feet."

Gregor leaned far out, floated out farther and farther from the open hatch. Coretta held his
anklesin one hand, the edge of the hatch opening in the other, watching, holding her breath, as
hisfingersreached out towardsthe bulk of the swinging tanks.

"1 have them!"

A swift slice of the blade cut the walk-arounds free and Coretta pulled him and the tanks through
the hatch.

"Put yourson first,” Patrick said. " Then disconnect from the cabin oxygen. Then you can attach
ours."



Gregor clipped the tank to his belt, made the hose connection, then severed die link with
Prometheus. His hands wer e steady as he fastened Patrick's tank to him, making the
connections with sure movement. Coretta was slower, first her tank, then Nadya's. When she
turned around she found there were just three pressure-suited figuresin sight.

" Gregor?"

"| am outside, going to the engines. | should have stayed to help but there are only about ten
minutes left. | have turned on the hydrogen flow. There will be enough time for you, but | have
littleto spare.”

"What areyou doing?" she shouted, knowing even as she said it what was happening.
"HOOPSNAKE of course. You should be leaving now."
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" Affirmative to that/° Decosta said. " Get your people on the end of the manipulator so | can bring
you in."

*You don't haveto doit, Gregor," Patrick said.

"1 know that, thank you, but | must."

Coretta lifted Nadya, guided her, pushed her to the hatch.

" Open your hand," Corettasaid. " | havetheropein your palm, close quickly, do you feel it?"
"Yes, fine, please help me through the hatch then get Patrick."

Coretta was doing the same for Patrick, helping him through the opening towardsthe end of the
metal arm where Nadya waited, floating head down with her feet stretching out above. Then
Patrick had seized the end effector and she grabbed the metal next to him.

"We'reall here" shesaid.
" Keep your grip secure, Vm bringing you in."

Asthey swung out and away from the hatch Coretta could see Gregor for thefirst time. He was
close to the engines, pulling at the loose plate of shielding he had partially detached before.

" Gregor..." shesaid, but there were no other words.

"It hasbeen ... very good to serve with you all," Gregor said, breathing heavily as he struggled
with the shielding. " Thank you very much for the opportunity...."

" We have less than five minutes left” Cooke said, the calmness of his voice more emphatic than
any strain.

"We need the light to see by. Vm closing the doors as soon as these people are strapped down"
Decosta said.

"1 can move out with the doors open. Let me know as soon asyou are all secure.”

Thelong arm moved slowly, ponderously, bending in the middle now like the great limb of some
giant insect. Turning, carrying its human cargo towards the waiting acceleration couches,
slowing, slower, stopped. The instant Decosta locked the mechanism he kicked off towardsthe
others.



"One of you can see, | can't tell which, sorry, lash yourself in. I'll securethe other two," he said.

Coretta groped for the couch and as soon as she moved, Decosta grabbed one of the others,
prying at the gloved fingers. " | have someone's hand, let go, I'll take care of you." He could see
the

256

blind, bandaged eyes through the faceplate. The hand opened and he pushed the spacesuited
figure against the couch, held it there, locked the belt intQ place. Then the other one. There was
still one empty couch.

"1'm getting the arm stowed now so the doors can close," he said.

" Can you take any acceleration? We've reached zero. Any timertow..." Cooke's voice was
strained, tight.

"Negative. A few more seconds. Manipulator stored. Doors closing, controlslocked in that
position, I'm in thelock, door closed .. .now"

Gregor heard their words clearly, broadcast to Prometheus's radio and repeated on the
intercom-radio circuit. He had the plate aside at last and he turned hishead for a brief instant to
look. Flames sprang from the Orbiter's engines, long tongues of it in space. The winged
spacecr aft began to move.

" Goodbye," he said, pushing himself inside the shielding, the light before him. If they answered
he did not know, because his suit radio did not work in this area. The light moved over the rows
of plastic tubing.

"Just asdescr bed," he said aloud. He had read the HOOP-SNAKE program many times, had
memorized it. " Sever the tubing. With thisfine knife supplied by the Shuttle." Hetook the knife
and sawed through theresistant plastic, cut into it and saw the poisonous granules of uranium
isotopeinside. " U-235, very deadly." He smiled when herealized that he was no longer afraid at
all. " A remarkable discovery," hesaid. "1 wish | could tell Colonel Kuznekov about it. Well
perhaps| shall, if the Church isright and the Communist Party iswrong. | would liketo tell the
Colonel that courageisnot a unique property of his generation."

The plastic tubing pulled free easily now. He pulled off the required length asinstructed by the
program, making surethat the loose end was going through the gap in the shielding. Then he
went out after it, pushing it ahead of him, towing it behind as he worked his way around the base
of the engine towards the torn-away thrust cone. Droplets of gas, freezing as they emer ged, shot
out in a steady stream, making a comet's tail behind the ship.

" This could be dangerous now," he said, working his way
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around the stream. " It hasto be doneright, absolutely right the first time."

Ashereached theright spot helooked up, startled, as burning fragments of the ship tore by.
They were into the atmosphere. Just moments left.

Gregor took one second to snap his safety lineto the ship. He must be steady now, and would
need both hands. The plastic tubing was stiff but bent as he applied pressure, rolling it upon
itself, compacting it into a ball he could clasp between his hands, heavy, twenty-five kilos or
mor e. He was awar e that he was dead now in more ways than one, that the radiation of the U-235
increased as the mass of metal was brought closer and closer. But not to critical mass, there
wasn't enough of it for that. The hydrogen would have to moder ate the reaction for that, slow



down and trap the particles so that it went critical, became an atomic bomb.
"Yes," hesaid, "now isthetime."

Holding the heavy sphere of uranium before him he moved to the engine, looked in. The sun was
behind him now, shining into the chamber.

It was breathtaking. The hydrogen had been pumped in steadily for some minutes now. At first it
had turned to gas, but in doing so it had chilled down the quartz chamber walls. As mor e and
mor e hydrogen had poured in it had stopped vaporizing. The chamber was now filled and
brimming over with the pale, transparent fluid, two hundred and fifty degrees below zero. As still
mor e was pumped in globules formed at the open end and drifted away, touching Gregor's
faceplate and puffing away as gas.

For along instant he stared into that cold pool—then plunged in the uranium ball. It was heavy
and he had to push to accelerateit and it moved firmly from his hand, down the length of the
engine. Surrounded by a constantly renewed cloud of gas asthe hydrogen boiled when it came
near the warm metal. A gas cloud that prevented the liquid hydrogen from coming close enough
to moderate the fast particles emerging from the uranium, prevented the chain reaction from
starting.

Thisdid not last very long. The metal cooled and the liquid collapsed onto it and touched it.
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Strapped down, her body pressing out against therestraint, Coretta saw the shining form of
Prometheus grow smaller, shrinking, framed between the gap of the closing doors, visible for
onelast instant. Then vanished as the doors slammed shut.

"We are at least forty miles from Prometheus,” Cooke said, hisvoice soundingin all their

helmets. " Lifting up and-—God..." Hewas silent for a moment. Then spoke. " We're facing away.
Thank God. You all right back there? A light, an explosion, | have never seen a light like that. It
went up. It did. Ifs not going to impact after all. They're safe back on Earth."

It was black inside the unlit cargo bay, asdark for Coretta asit was for the blinded pilots.

" Goodbye, Gregor,
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" Air speed three hundred knots," Decosta said.

she said, softly, into the darkness.

"Looksgood/' Cooke said. " Fm making thelast turn into the glide path now. Drop the landing
gear."

Decosta threw the switch and watched silently until the green light flicked on. " Gear down and
locked."

There had been clouds over the entire East coast, with Florida socked in solid. They had
watched it from space, seen the clouds grow closer and closer asthey dropped back into the
atmosphere, until they werein them and flying blind. It made no differenceto their flight plan
since that was controlled by the computer. There was an invisible highway in the sky they had to
follow, a trace on the screen that told them just what to do, just whereto be. When the Orbiter
broke through the low-hanging clouds the rain-washed length of the runway stretched out before
them. Cooke handled the wheel with a light touch, squinting through the tendrils of steam above
the nose astherain vaporized when it struck the silica tilesthat covered the hull. Tiles still
radiant hot after the 2,400 degrees temperaturesthey had withstood during reentry.
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"Down," Cooke said asthe heavy tiresimpacted the wet concrete. Decosta took off his belt and
stood up.

"1'm going to look after our passengers," hesaid.
" Give meareport, soonest."

Decosta climbed down through the access hatch to the mid deck below and opened the inner
hatch of the airlock, leaving it open as he opened the other hatch into the blackness of the cargo
bay. One of the pressure-suited figures was sitting up, looking in his direction, hands on helmet.

Coretta twisted, pulled at the helmet, toreit off and took in breath after breath of the damp air.

"1 can smell the sea," she said, then raised her hand. " And you can take that damn light out of
my eyes."

"Sorry. Everything all right?"
"1t will be when we get their helmets off. Give me a hand."

The Orbiter slowed, rocked asits brakes were applied, then eased to a stop. As soon as his
helmet was off Patrick pressed his handsto the bandages over his eyes, then sat up and turned
in Nadya's direction. But he was silent; there seemed to be nothing for any of them to say.

"Beright back," Decosta said, turning away.
"Hey, leavethelight,” Coretta called out. " Or can you turn on the lightsin here?"

"Therearen't any. Why don't we all go into mid deck compartment.” The floor moved asthe
tractor hooked on and began to tow them slowly from the runway.

They were clumsy after their stay in free fall and willing to be helped by the pilot. The pressure
suits wer e hot and cumber some and they took them off before going into the compartment. The
numbness persisted; they said nothing, just sat there and waited until they had finally stopped
and the outer door was opened.

Only when they heard the wild cheering did they realize that the voyage was over at last.

"There, in the middle of your screen, ladies and gentlemen, you can see them coming out, three
figures, small at this distance though giantsin the history of mankind. The ambulanceisdrawn
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up and they are entering it, no wait, they're stopping. Turning. Dr. Coretta Samuel is saying
something, we can't hear it, there's no microphone up there. Now she'sturning and following the
othersinside the ambulance and the door is closing. So this epic adventureisover at last. In a
moment we will be talking to Major Cooke and Captain Decosta, the pilots of the rescue
mission...."

One by one the consolesin Mission Control were shut down, the lights flickered off, the needles
on the meters dropped to zero. The big screen showed a commercial TV channel now with a
picture of the crew of Prometheus entering an ambulance, the announcer's voice echoing
hollowly in the silence of the hall. Flax looked up at the screen, then down at the big cigar
clutched in hishand. Thevictory cigar. Light up and smoke when the mission was successful. He
closed hisfingers slowly and the cigar broke, flaked, rained down in crumbled piecesto. the
floor.



Three of them wer e back, that was something. Grabbed from the fire at the last moment. But two
of them pilots, good pilots, with bandages on their eyes and maybe they would never see again.
But the greater disaster of a crash had been averted. Prometheus would not be plowing into San
Francisco. The Russian had been good, really good.

Flax's thoughts rambled in exhausted circles, fatigue washed through hislimbs, the ball of fire
that had been growing steadily in his stomach spread out asthough to fill hisentire chest, his
body.

He slumped forward, very slowly, his head dropping to the cold plastic of the console,his arms
slippingoff and floppingat his sides. Gravity asserted itself more and more as he slid to the floor
and lay there. Motionless.

"Oh my God!" one of the technicians shouted. " It's Flax. Get the doctor!"

They straightened his great form out on the tiled floor, opened his collar wide, loosened his
yards-long belt. There were running footsteps and they parted to let the doctor through.

"lIshedead, Doc?" someone asked. " A heart attack?" The doctor ignored him, feeling for a
pulsein the thick wrist, pushing down hard with his stethoscope on Flax's chest, trying to make
out

261

a heartbeat through the layers of fat. The doctor finally lifted one heavy eyelid, then closed it
again, before climbing slowly to his feet.

"Dead...?" avoice asked, weakly. The doctor shook his head.

"Asleep," hesaid. " Thisman's exhausted, totally exhausted. Call down for a stretcher. | want
him in bed as soon as possible."

It took six men to lift Flax onto the stretcher—and four to carry it. They went out in solemn
procession. If not in a victory procession at least not in total defeat.

The engineer at the communications console was the only one left. He shut down hiscircuits one
by one until he cameto thelast. He switched thisto his headphones and rang it one final time.

"Mr. Dillwater," he said.

"Yes, thank you very much. Goodbye," Simon Dillwater dropped the phone and rose. He felt
dizzy; it had been along, long time.

"1f you'regoing | can drop you off," Grodzinski said, standing aswell and stretching broadly,
yawning. " | gotta car waiting."

"That'svery kind."

" Please don't go yet, Simon," Dr. Schlochter said. " The President would like to see you. You
and General Bannerman.”

"] am not so surethat | want to see him."

"You do, Simon. Believe me. | have had a long and heart-to-heart talk with him and | think he
under stands your position."

Bannerman looked at them, then turned away and went to the bar. He still stamped hard when he
walked and his spurs clinked metallically. It had been one bitch of a time and hewastired. One
morelargedrink wasin order. He poured a half glass of whiskey, dropped two ice cubesinto it



and swished it around. He looked up asthe door opened and Bandin entered. He had shaved and
changed and the TV makeup hid the blackness under his eyes. He looked fresh as a daisy
compared to the others, though he felt the same inside.

"1 have a few minutes before | addressthe nation," he said, in his most dignified manner, the
speaking-to-the-nation tones already in hisvoice. " Therefore | will take this opportunity to
inform you both about certain decisionsthat | have made. Fir <t,
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General, | wish to tell you that Operation PEEKABOO is being shut down___ "
"Wecan't do that, not after what'sgoneintoit,” Bannerman said, angrily.

"1 am afraid that we can. That we must. The operation has been compromised and too many
people know about it. If we shut it down now it will be asthough it never existed. If thereare
rumors later we can deny everything."

" Canceling PEEKABOO will jeopardize the fate, the very future of thisgreat nation, Mr.
President.”

"One bomb less?" Dillwater said. He knew he should not speak out, but his fatigue hampered
his control. " This country and the Soviets have the capacity between them to destroy the world
eight times over with atomic bombs. | should think that that would be enough."

" And we will be destroyed if peoplelike you have their way," Bannerman roared out. " We can
only stop communist aggression by being prepared, by being stronger, by being one jump ahead
of them at all times."

"1 am sorry for you," Dillwater said, hisquiet voicein striking contrast to the General'sangry
one. " With your archaic boots and spurs and even more ancient jingoistic mind. You are not
awarethat your kind isasdead asthe dodo, extinct but without the brainsto lie down and die.
Mankind now has the chanceto wipeitself out, your course, General, or cooperate and try for a
future. We must cooper ate to husband the limited resour ces of our plundered planet and see that
they are shared out equally. We must cooperate or die. Perhapsthat is something that you will
never understand." Heturned hisback on Bannerman, abruptly, rudely. " | welcome your
decision, Mr. President."

" thought you would," Bandin said. " I've been talking with Polyar ni and we're going ahead full
steam with the Prometheus Project. We need that energy from space. And we both want you to
go on heading the project. Okay?"

"1 have been thinking of nothing else, Mr. President. My resignation still stands—unless| have
the final authority on the project.”

"You always have..."
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"No. | beg your pardon, but | have not. There have been too many political decisions overruling
the technical ones. | believe the catastrophe of Prometheus One was caused by therush to
launch, the pressure, the lack of time from political not engineering reasons. If | have thefinal
authority on all matters| will go ahead with the work."

"You're asking a goddamned lot, Dillwater."

"1'm promising a goddamned lot, Mr. President. We will get the first of the power flowing, if all
goes well within the year." He smiled slightly. " So I might be promising you the next election.”



Bandin hesitated, looked at the Secretary of State. Dr. Schlochter nodded.

"All right then," Bandin said. " You have thejob

"And your promisein writing of course, Mr. President.”

Bandin took a deep breath, glared at Dillwater, turned and slammed out. Simon Dillwater |eft as
well and General Ban-nerman was alone.

Heraised hisdrink, glared at it, then downed it.

"Well maybe PEEKABOO isdead," hesaid, as hetightened his belt and pulled down hisjacket.
"But NANCY JANE isalmost out of the planning stage and at least that bastard Dillwater
doesn't know about that one yet."

Hisnostrils flared like a war horse going into batde as he stamped, jingling, from the room.

Cooper tapped thefiguresinto his hand calculator and watched the little red numbersflicker and
change. And come up with the same solution each time. If the Gazette-Times had upped their
circulation because of his stories on Prometheus, then at the end of the year they would have
added to their profits $850,000, more if the additional advertising revenue wer e taken into
consideration, but that was good for a rough picture. Or an additional profit of $16,346.15 a
week. While he had a twenty-dollar raise, or about one eighth of one percent of the profits his
brilliant writing had earned them. Not only that but, after taxes, the raise would be about seven
bucksaweek and if you considered the growing inflation his annual income would be down about
thirteen percent
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by the end of the year. He clicked off the calculator and threw it into the drawer in hisdesk. A
copy boy dropped an envelope onto histypewriter.

From the editor! Things weren't going to be as black as he thought. He tore it open and took out
the boldly typed sheet inside.

NOT REALLY SATISFIED THISLAST STORY OF YOURS. WEAK PUNCH. GET
SOMETHING NEW. WHAT ABOUT CHROMIUM POISONING IN JAPAN? COULD IT
HAPPEN HERE? COPY SOONEST.

There was fine beading of sweat on Cooper's receding forehead as he groped down his copy of
Annual Abstracts, Chemical Con-tents of Industrial Waste.

"You can't goin there, nurse,” the MP said. " There's a debriefing going on."

Coretta stopped and looked at him scor nfully, lifting one eyebrow high. " L ook again, soldier,"
shesaid. " 1'm a doctor not a nurse. And if you look a little closer you might even recognize me.

The man started to smile until he saw thelook in her eyes. He snapped to attention.
"1'm sorry, Dr. Samuel. But | have my orders."
"Not in a hospital, sonny. Don't try to get between a doctor and her patient. Now move."

He moved and she threw the door wide. The four officers grouped around Patrick's bed looked
up, startled.

"What isthe meaning of your presence here?" she asked.

"Just talking to the Major, Dr. Samuel," the colonel holding the tape recorder said. " A



de-briefing. Dr. Jurgens said it would be perfectly all right."

"Thisismy patient, Colonel, not Major Jurgens'. | insist you leave at once."
"Thiswill not take much longer -----
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"You'redead right. Just about aslong asit takes you all to walk out the door ."

Senior officersin the Army are not used to being addressed in this manner and the situation was
rapidly approaching an impasse when Patrick spoke.

"| called for the doctor, just beforeyou arrived,” hesaid. " It'san injection, the pain. | thought
we might be ableto finish, but..."

"Weunderstand, Major, of course. Dr. Jurgenswill advise uswhen we can return.”

They exited in order of seniority, honor saved, and Coretta closed the door behind them, and
turned to Patrick.

"Istherereally pain?" she asked, worried. He shook his head and smiled in her direction.

"No, none at all now, | just wanted to get rid of them." The smile vanished as he touched the
bandages. " What do the eye people say?"

" Just what they told you earlier, too early for a prognosis. But | have been talking with them and
they're guarded, but seem to feel that if the retina damage is not too widespread then a measure
of function will return.”

"Meaning?"

"You'll be ableto see, but not too well. Glasses like the bottoms of bottles, you know the drill."
"Well at least they won't be black glasseswith atin cup. Whereis Nadya?"

" Just down the hall."

Patrick threw off the blankets and swung his feet over the side of the bed. " Help me, will you,"
he said. "My robe, somewherein here. And take meto her room."

"Be happy to. Here, put it on."

The MP was still there when they came out, looking frightened, not knowing what to do. Cor etta
felt sorry for him. " Don't you worry," shesaid. "We'renot going far. Right there. You come with
us and stand outside the door and you'll still be on thejob."

Nadya was sitting up in bed when they camein, wearing a white hospital nightgown.
"Whoisit?" she asked.
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"Coretta. | have Patrick with me."

"Comein if you like." Her voice wastired, empty of any emotion.

“1'll leave you two now," Coretta said.

"Whatever you wish," Nadya said.



"No you won't," Patrick told her. " Closethe door. We were all in that tiling together. We're still
together."

Hefelt hisway to the edge of the bed and sat on it. When he did Nadya shifted away from him so
he would not touch her; only Coretta could see this. She looked at the blind faces and stiff bodies
and wanted to weep.

"Listen," shesaid."| have something for you, for both of you." Shereached into her pocket and
took out the two bundles and handed them over.

"What isit?" Patrick asked, feeling the paper edges.

"Thefirst-day covers. You people forgot all about them. That comes from having military minds.
You'retoo used to having people take care of you. But Coretta can't get out of the habit of
looking after number one. And her friends. When we suited up, the first time when therewas a
chance of getting out of thisin one chunk, | took a hundred of them and put them in my suit
pocket. That should be enough. Scarcity isvaluein the stamp business, or so | am told.
Twenty-five for each of us." Her smile vanished then, but they couldn't see that, so shetried to
keep her feelings out of her voice.

"Well Gregor won't be needing hisnow. |'ve divided therest. Thirty-threefor each of you,
thirty-four for me, the extra one being my commission. I'm sure these things will be very
valuable. Saved from the burning spaceship at therisk of life and limb, the ends of the envelopes
still brown from the flame...."

"What flame?" Patrick asked.

"The onewherel used a match to singe them just alittle bit. I'll bet that adds a hundred bucks
to the price of each one!"

Nadya looked puzzled, but Patrick burst out laughing.

" Coretta, I'd make you my business manager if you weren't my doctor already. | doubt if there'll
be much piloting in my future so maybe | better think about going into business. How about that,
Nadya, you want to go into the stamp business with us?"
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"1 know nothing about that. In Russia ..."
"Don't go back to Russia. Stay here with me."

He moved his hand over the coversuntil he found hers, capturing it before she could move it
away. He held it in both of hisand spoke, hoarsely. Thiswas what he had wanted to say since he
came into the room, had been looking for some way to say. He was not experienced at this sort
of thing.

"1'll leave you alone now," Coretta said, standing.

"No, please don't leave,” Patrick said. " There'sno secret here, we've all been too close for that.
Nadya, don't go back. | mean stay here with me. Or let me go back with you. About all | can offer
isa military pension—and Coretta's stamps.”

"Patrick ..." Shelooked up towards him, blind eyes straining to see.

"Look, I loveyou. I've loved you a long time. Now you can throw me out. But | just wanted to
get it on record.”

Seconds ticked by before Nadya spoke. " That isa very kind offer. You may leave now."



"Well what the hell!" He was shocked, unbelieving. " Isthat all you can say?"

" Just what do you expect meto say? Oh, thank you sir for your kind offer. When a man speaks
as you do any woman should be swept off her feet happy to rush and say yes and look forward to a
lifetime of darning socks and raising children. You are asking a lot."

"Not of awoman. Not much at all. But maybe too much for a flying officer and test pilot

" Shut up!" Coretta shouted. " Before you say too much and go too far and can't get back. Listen
to the doctor. Patrick, just because you love her—and neither of us doubtsit—that doesn't mean
that Nadya stops being what sheis and forgets everything and isready for the rose-covered
cottage."

"1 know that-"

"Maybe you know it—but you don't feel it. Sheis still the person she always was and you mustn't
ever forget that. And you, Nadya, it'sno crimeto think like a woman, feel like a woman.
Sensuality can bevery, very good. Do you under stand?"

Nadya nodded. Her voice was very quiet now, strained. " |
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really do not find it easy to talk about these things. It is perhaps my training. Romantic love has
always been something in the cinema, not in the life of a test pilot or a cosmonaut. Perhaps |
learned to play arole—but it isarolethat worksand whenever | step out of it | find that | can be
hurt__ "

" Areyou talking about that time—you and I, in Texas?"
"Yes... | think | am."

"Try to understand me. | suppose | was acting like an over sexed male chauvinist, and |'m sorry.
But | did mean it too, what | felt towardsyou, and | mean it now. Will you marry me, Nadya?"

"No."
"Will you at least think about it?"

"Yes, of course, and morethan that. When you are like thisand trying to under stand how | feel,
then | want very much to bewith you. Then | want to stay with you. Stay together, get married
perhaps, perhaps not. But at least find out. Be patient with me, Patrick. It'snot easy."

"1 will. If you'll be patient with me." Thistime when he sought her hand in blindness he found it
immediately. It was a beginning.

Corettatook onelast look at them, lifted her hand in a little wave that they could not see, then
slipped quietly out the door and closed it behind her.

"TheMajor, ishe..." the MP said.

"Don't worry, Corporal. The Major isdoing fine, just fine. He's safe and sound in there so you
just let him be."

Then sheturned and walked briskly down the corridor and around the corner and was gone.

Above the hospital, above Cape Canaveral and the shrouding clouds, high above the atmosphere
the sun shone asit always did. The solar stormsraged across its surface and radiated their
ener gy into space. Light streamed from the solar disc, light and radiation spread profligatein all



directions. A small portion fell on the Earth, warmed it, made it habitable to man.

Ceaselessly, tunelessly, the sun shone. One day, soon, another gleaming speck would soar
through the thin atmosphere of Earth
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and into space, where it would spread its silvery net to capture mor e of that abundant ener gy
beforeit disappeared in the eternal interstellar night. Then yet another spark... And another ...
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