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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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This technical illustration is one of several recently discovered in the personal effects of Brigadier General Virgil Wolcott (USAF Retired) who served as the Deputy Director of the Aerospace Support Project, Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Ohio, from January 1967 until June 1974. Illustration © 2018 by E.R. Jenne


Author’s Note

The Cold War is raging—a highly classified AF space program—in modified Gemini capsules—astronauts fly missions to intercept and destroy Soviet satellites suspected of carrying nuclear weapons. At Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Ohio, project Blue Gemini is led by Air Force Major General Mark Tew (whose health is progressively failing) and his civilian deputy, retired General Virgil Wolcott.

Scott Ourecky joined the Air Force as a brilliant engineer and mathematician, but repeatedly failed the aptitude test to become a pilot. His recognized ability sees him take right seat in a flight to space with the most proficient pilot assigned to the Project, Major Drew Carson (who yearns to fly in combat in Vietnam).

A Delta Airlines stewardess, Bea Harper, daughter of an Air Force pilot killed in the Korean War, agreed to marry Ourecky only if he promises not to become a pilot.

Air Force Airman Matthew Henson is trained as a covert operative to support Blue Gemini's global search and rescue operation and is later dispatched to Africa to establish a contingency recovery site.

Two astronauts are killed in a launch accident during Blue Gemini’s maiden flight.

An Air Force sergeant, Eric Yost, a would-be spy, monitors the Project’s hangar convinced they are hiding UFO remains. Deep in debt from gambling losses, he plans to contact several magazines.

Soviet Lieutenant General Rustam Abdirov is selected by the Soviet General Staff to develop Krepost, as a nuclear orbital bombardment system. Seeking a powerful, compact computer for the Krepost, Abdirov gets a protégé, Major General Gregor Yohzin to arrange a GRU (Soviet military intelligence) operative, Colonel Felix Federov to steal a Gemini computer from a Smithsonian Institution warehouse in Maryland and for Major Anatoly Morozov to go to Ohio to investigate rumors that the Air Force is storing captured UFOs at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base.

Before Apollo 11 astronauts land on the moon, Ourecky and Carson are secretly launched into orbit to intercept and destroy a suspect Soviet satellite. Despite a major power failure on their spacecraft, they disobey General Tew’s orders to return to Earth, and instead continue their mission. In so doing, they discover a previously unknown class of Soviet reconnaissance satellites. Upon their return to Earth, Tew grounds the pair.

Readers should be aware that Blue Darker Than Black is the second installment of a trilogy. A website for the book series is located at www.mikejennebooks.com. It contains an extensive compendium of references for pertinent space/aerospace technology of the Cold War era, to include an illustrated glossary and a set of detailed illustrations (like the samples at the end of this edition) of technology unique to the fictional Aerospace Support Project described in the story.


1

OVER THE MOON

Flight Crew Office

Aerospace Support Project, Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Ohio

2:35 p.m., Thursday, July 17, 1969

Pondering the most expedient solution to a complex equation, Major Scott Ourecky tapped his pencil eraser on the desktop, scratched his ear, and then reached for his favorite slide rule. He eased it from its cordovan leather sheath and admired it before placing it into action. The trusty Deitzgen slip-stick had served him well, from his college days in Nebraska to the ordnance research labs at Eglin, and now it had accompanied him all the way to orbit and back.

Since arriving at Blue Gemini over a year ago, he had come full circle on his tangential journey; he was now back to compiling calculation “cheat sheets” for future intercept missions and preparing formulas to be processed into computer programs. The only significant change was his environs; instead of laboring in the secluded depths of the Project’s basement, crammed into a musty space only slightly larger than a broom closet, he was afforded access to the spacious Flight Crew office on the second floor. It was the inner sanctum of the inner sanctum, and by virtue of having flown into space, he now possessed a permanent passkey to the pilots’ hallowed bastion. Perhaps only Bruce Wayne had a cooler asylum, but even that could be debated. Yes, Batman had his Bat Cave and a really groovy rocket-propelled car, but Ourecky’s office came complete with a ticket to orbit, even though his all-access pass was temporarily revoked.

His attention was distracted by a news alert faintly emanating from a radio on his desktop. Anxious, he twisted the volume knob on the small AM receiver and twiddled with its flimsy telescoping antenna to optimize the signal. Apollo 11 had blasted off yesterday morning; its three astronauts were well on their way to the moon, and he diligently tried to stay abreast of the mission. Half-expecting bad news, he breathed a sigh of relief as he listened to an announcer state that the lunar crew had fired the engine of their Service Module to successfully execute a mid-course correction maneuver. They were due to arrive in lunar orbit on Saturday, and if all went well, Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin would touch down on the moon on Sunday. Reflecting on the moment, Ourecky closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. Men landing on the moon. It was almost too much to believe.

He opened his eyes to focus on a large color world map taped to the wall. A gift from Gunter Heydrich, autographed by all of the controllers in the Blue Gemini mission control facility, the chart was a mission tracking map for their flight in June. It depicted the graceful undulating parabolas of orbital paths tracing over the Earth’s surface, as well as the far-flung contingency recovery zones that would have been their safe harbor if the flight had ended early. Ourecky set aside his slide rule and looked at the heaping backlog of worksheets yet undone. Here, he was immersed in his natural element, applying arcane mathematics and physics to define the paths of objects in space, but he reminded himself that it was not long ago that he had actually followed those parabolas as he orbited the Earth.

A plaintive coo disrupted his thoughts; he looked up to see a mottled gray dove perched on the red brick windowsill. He smiled at the bird through the soot-smudged windowpane. The skittish dove wagged its tail feathers and jerkily nodded its head in reply, as if acknowledging a secret shared between the two, and then quickly flittered away.

Ourecky longed to fly. As much as he didn’t relish the thought of being jammed back in the Box for pre-mission simulations, he desperately yearned to go upstairs again. It didn’t look to be in the cards, at least within the foreseeable future, since General Tew was holding fast to his vow that he and Carson would remain indefinitely—if not permanently—grounded. Despite Tew’s reluctance, there was a faint glimmer of hope; Virgil Wolcott had quietly confided that the pair would fly within a year, perhaps even sooner, once Tew had sufficient time to calm down. In the meantime, he and Carson were tasked with ensuring that Crew Three—Parch Jackson and Mike Sigler—were adequately prepared to go up on Blue Gemini’s next mission, which was currently scheduled for December.

Whether by circumstance or Tew’s design, he and Carson rarely saw each other during working hours. Ourecky normally divided his time between the Flight Crew Office and working with the computer programmers on the fourth floor. While he toiled at his equations and paperwork, Carson spent most of his days in the simulator hangar, relegated to the unenviable position of perpetual CAPCOM. Tew apparently believed that Carson had instigated the impromptu mutiny on their flight—which was not entirely true—so the general seemed intent on doling the pilot’s punishment from a heavier ladle. On the other hand, maybe Tew thought that Carson and Ourecky had grown too close and their disparate working conditions would eventually drive a wedge between the two.

Ourecky and Carson still met to run and work out at the base gymnasium long before dawn. Occasionally, they met for dinner or drinks after duty, but that was becoming progressively more rare, since Carson was typically worn out by the end of his twelve-hour shifts covering the CAPCOM desk.

Although Ourecky was notionally being punished, the arrangement lent him a huge degree of freedom. So long as he stayed ahead of the programmers, which wasn’t a particularly difficult feat, he was essentially free to set his own routine, so he normally worked long days—twelve to fourteen hours at a stretch—from Monday morning until Thursday afternoon. Consequently, every Thursday, he was able to zoom home before the afternoon rush and be there when Bea returned from her weekly five-day circuit of flying back and forth from Atlanta. Every weekend was effectively a three-day vacation, and they took full advantage, savoring every minute they could spend together.

Bea. He sighed as he looked at a framed picture of Bea and him, taken last Christmas at his parents’ house in Nebraska. In the month’s time since he had returned from orbit, they were finally able to live almost like a normal married couple. With his more predictable schedule, they had drawn considerably closer, finally sharing the kind of emotional intimacy that had been severely lacking in the past few hectic months. So, as much as he wanted to fly again, he wasn’t anxious to sacrifice the progress he had made at home, and he hoped that when the time came, he would be able to strike an effective balance.

Simulator Facility, Aerospace Support Project
4:30 p.m.

Major Drew Carson adjusted his painfully tight headset, hoping to alleviate some of the aggravating pressure on his ears, and then kneaded his throbbing temples. It felt like his head was clamped in a cast iron bench vise that was being gradually torqued down on his ears. Just eight hours into another twelve-hour stint at the CAPCOM desk, he was miserable. The rest of the nation was over the moon, fixated on Apollo 11’s historic flight, and yet here they were, cooped up in this hangar, preparing for a secret space mission that was still months away.

Struggling to remain alert, he cracked his knuckles, took a sip of lukewarm coffee, and then glanced at the mission clock on his console: the GET—Ground Elapsed Time—was 38:12:18. The two men in the Box had been conscious for over thirty-eight grueling hours; by now, they were long past frazzled. Having endured countless hours in the Box, Carson knew well their agony. Time was their unmerciful enemy. Without sleep, their brains were turning to mush. What were once logical thoughts were now mired in a muck of exhaustion and distraction. The stiff seat backs were unrelenting, but by now the aching cramps in their spines had been replaced by numbness punctuated by sporadic sharp spasms. Thirty-eight hours, and still four more yet to go.

At this point, they were likely suffering from at least mild hallucinations. Carson knew what they were experiencing; at one point or another, he had seen and felt it all. They would reach to throw switches, only to see them suddenly vanish. The rest of their instruments would also refuse to stay put; it was almost impossible to maintain a disciplined scan as their dials and indicator lights swam around on the gray face of their control panels. The “eight-ball” attitude indicator would spin and dance like a dervish possessed. A phantom buzz of static would plague their earphones, periodically interrupted by faint garbled voices demanding an immediate response. Leering gremlins would flagrantly lurk in the cabin, taunting them as they tugged and yanked at the critical wiring behind the breaker panels.

Carson pitied Jackson and Sigler. Outwardly, he hoped for their success, but secretly he longed for their failure. The plain truth was that they weren’t ready, and they weren’t going to be ready, not next week, nor in a month, nor six months from now when the next mission was scheduled to fly. It was futile to believe otherwise.

It was their own fault that they hadn’t grabbed any rest. Unlike him and Ourecky, they hadn’t developed a working rhythm to allow each other to doze for a few minutes at a time. Even brief catnaps would fend off the onset of hallucinations, but the sleep deprivation they endured was reflective of a much more significant deficiency. Taken as individuals, they were tremendously proficient test pilots, but despite their personal competence, the two men just couldn’t work effectively as a cohesive team. In Wolcott’s homespun Oklahoma argot, Jackson and Sigler just didn’t geehaw.

Their incompatibility was no closely guarded secret; everyone here knew it and talked openly about it. Even Jackson and Sigler lamented their shortcomings and candidly expressed doubts about whether they could ever hope to accomplish that which had seemingly been so easy for Carson and Ourecky.

The root cause of their problems was that they simply didn’t trust one another. They were civil enough outside the Box, but once they were locked inside the simulator and a mission profile was in progress, they bickered and second-guessed each other almost constantly. Jackson was almost always skeptical of Sigler’s maneuver solutions and regularly insisted that the right-seater rework his calculations. When they failed to hit their marks on executing the maneuvers, Sigler berated Jackson for not correctly flying his fixes. As a result, they just slipped further and further behind. If that was not enough, the two perpetually feuded over the cabin environmental controls, so the uncomfortable cockpit was always too warm or too cold for at least one of them.

As he spent his days eavesdropping on their grumbling and angry rants via a hot VOX mike, Carson felt less like a liaison, and more like a marriage counselor for a hopelessly doomed union. When he was able to talk to them during contact windows, he tried his best to calm them down and nudge them in the right direction. Although he was supposed to be a strictly impartial intermediary, he found himself often gently prodding and coaxing the quarrelsome pair towards the solutions that they should be developing entirely on their own.

To make matters even worse, Tew had decreed that they adhere to the excruciatingly strict rules for a “hard” lock-in—no stretch breaks or latrine calls—just as Carson and Ourecky had endured back in January. Glancing over his shoulder towards the back row of consoles, Carson observed that both Tew and Wolcott were present. It wasn’t uncommon for Wolcott to frequently linger in the hangar, but Tew almost never ventured out of the main building. Carson was curious why he seemed so concerned now, since he rarely showed any more than a passing interest in previous simulated missions.

Watching the clock, he knew that a decisive moment was near. According to the simulated mission’s profile, the crew had been out of contact for the past seventy-two minutes. During this interval, they should have executed a significant phase shift maneuver.

Carson watched the clock as he listened intently. Finally, nineteen seconds past the designated start of the contact window, he heard Jackson’s hoarse voice over the intercom: “CAPCOM, this is … Scepter Three. We, uh, executed the phase shift burn as scheduled. Ready for … data download?”

“Scepter, this is CAPCOM,” replied Carson. “Go for download.” A few seconds later, he watched a small green light blink on his control console, indicating that telemetry data was being “received” from the simulated spacecraft notionally passing overhead in orbit. In reality, Jackson had misjudged the timing at a crucial juncture, approximately an hour prior, and it was unlikely the crew could recover from the blunder in sufficient time to make their intercept.

As the download continued, Carson asked, “Scepter, are you ready to copy reentry guidance?”

Barely coherent, Sigler answered, “We are … ready to copy.”

Knowing that their hands were painfully cramped, Carson slowly read the current instructions for primary and contingency reentry, concluding with, “Scepter, you are still go for reentry to PRZ One-Two on your twenty-eighth rev. How copy?”

“CAPCOM, this is Scepter. We copy PRZ One-Two on Rev Two-Eight,” stated Sigler. He read back the contingency reentry data in an agonizingly slow monologue, occasionally slurring his words.

“Roger, Scepter. Good copy. Do you have visual or radar acquisition on the target?” asked Carson. Even though he already knew the answer, he watched the clock carefully; the contact window was due to slam shut in just a few seconds and they wouldn’t talk again for almost another hour.

Jackson’s exasperated tone conveyed far more than his words. “Uh … negative,” he muttered. “Uh … we have not acquired the target … we …”

Replicating the spacecraft’s passage out of radio range, there was a faint warbling noise before the intercom abruptly clicked off. Switching off the voice loop, Carson scowled as he opened a black leatherette binder. Although it was the responsibility of Heydrich and his controllers to analyze the telemetry data and issue a formal verdict on whether the crew had been successful with their last burn, Carson could refer to a collection of graphs—formulated by Ourecky—to quickly assess the mission’s status.

Balancing the binder in his lap, he flipped through a series of predicted progress diagrams until he found the one that corresponded to the last maneuver. Although he had long since memorized the numbers and their relevance, he traced his finger along a red-penciled curve on the graph and double-checked the parameters on the X and Y axes. He scratched a faint pencil mark where the two graph lines converged, and saw that the crew was woefully behind the curve. Even if the hapless pair somehow possessed an inexhaustible stock of fuel and consumables, they could not possibly compensate for their lapses and still salvage the mission. Try as they might, the deed was undone and would remain so.

Carson quietly cursed as he considered the consequences; at this point, save for abandoning the profile outright, the only option was to call a restart. A restart meant that this ordeal would drag on through the weekend, so Carson had little else to look forward to except three more days with his sore butt glued to this uncomfortable chair. Frowning, he looked towards the rear of the room and slowly shook his head at Virgil Wolcott.

4:42 p.m.

Leaning over a console, Wolcott nodded solemnly at Carson as he resisted the urge to smile. He gazed towards Tew, who was standing alongside him. In his haste to ground Carson and Ourecky, Tew seemed absolutely intent on proving that Jackson and Sigler were sufficiently competent to fly the next mission. In the meantime, the last mission’s serendipitous success was whispered along the elite circuit of high-ranking Air Force officials who were aware of Blue Gemini. Congratulatory calls and accolades—all couched in very vague and nonspecific language—continued to pour in.

And now, there was yet another wrinkle. It was highly likely that they would launch another mission before December. Only days after the Project’s triumphant flight in June, Admiral Tarbox had apparently persuaded some extremely powerful people of a pressing need to employ the Gemini-I to destroy a new Soviet satellite. While Wolcott and Tew were privy to only sketchy details, the proposed mission was supposedly a hypersensitive requirement that would mandate a drastic shift to the flight schedule, perhaps even requiring a launch in a matter of weeks. They should learn more tomorrow morning, when the Ancient Mariner and his retinue arrived for a meeting.

Unless he changed his mind in the interim, Tew intended to go into tomorrow’s assembly with his second string in tow. As the prime—and theoretically, the only—flight crew available for the mission, Jackson and Sigler were slated to attend, but Tew was being so stubbornly inflexible that he was fencing off the briefing from Carson and Ourecky.

Although he had known Tew for decades, his friend’s obstinate behavior baffled Wolcott; the only logical explanation was that he intended to use the Crew Three’s failures as a foil to fend off Tarbox’s emergent mission.

Now, Tew was clearly chagrined, obviously grappling with the inevitable reality that Jackson and Sigler weren’t going to be ready to fly anytime in the foreseeable future. It didn’t matter whether the mission was launched in December or next week.

Opening a foil-lined packet of Red Man chewing tobacco, Wolcott nudged Tew’s elbow. “They ain’t gonna make it on this run, Mark,” he said bluntly. “Sorry to disappoint you, but it ain’t happenin’. Do you want me to terminate early and reset them, or just shut it down altogether?”

Audibly gnashing his teeth, angrily glowering at the Box as he came to grips with grim reality, Tew did not reply.

“Mark? Did you not hear me, buddy?”

“I heard you, Virgil,” replied Tew. His muted voice hardly masked his frustration. “We’re still scheduled to meet with Leon Tarbox tomorrow?”

“Yup,” replied Wolcott. “The Ancient Mariner and his minions are s’posed to be here at zero nine. Maybe then the great mystery will be revealed.”

As if struggling to swallow something particularly distasteful, Tew grimaced and then muttered, “Well, then shut down this damned fiasco, Virgil. We’re just wasting our time right now. Yank those two boys out of the Box, and …”

“And what, boss?” implored Wolcott, stuffing a thick wad of damp tobacco into his lower lip.

“You know what, Virg. Inform Carson and Ourecky that I want them to sit in tomorrow morning. As the back-up crew, but no more than that.”

“Will do, Mark.”

As Tew stormed out of the hangar, Wolcott picked up the phone and called Carson in the front row. “Pour the coffee on the coals and fetch the mules, Carson. We’re done for the day.”

Holding the receiver to his ear, Carson faced Wolcott and nodded.

“That ain’t all, buster,” added Wolcott. “General Tew wants you and your fellow cowpoke to attend a high-level meeting tomorrow morning. Be advised that you are now out of Purgatory, but just barely. Congrats, Carson: you’ve been elevated to back-up crew status.”

Carson smiled broadly, replied consent, and hung up the receiver.

Wolcott grinned slyly, turned towards Heydrich, and quietly said, “I think you owe me a sawbuck, Gunter.”

“You’re a very shrewd judge of character, Virgil,” growled the German engineer, shaking his head as he drew out his wallet. He fished out a five-dollar bill and palmed it to Wolcott. “It’s almost uncanny.”

“Not really,” drawled Wolcott, folding the note before slipping it into the pocket of his denim cowboy shirt. “I just know my horses, pard.”

Aerospace Support Project, Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Ohio
8:35 a.m., Friday, July 18, 1969

Wearing a suit and tie, as instructed, Ourecky sat patiently as he waited for the proceedings to begin. Although he was curious about the meeting and what might eventually come of it, he wasn’t especially happy about missing out on precious time with Bea. All he knew was that Carson had told him that they were back on the flight roster—at least on a conditional basis—as the back-up crew for Jackson and Sigler. He wasn’t sure what that entailed or whether they would resume their normal training regimen, but the development almost certainly implied that his weekly routine would soon change. Nervously tapping his fingertips on the table, he glanced towards Carson; seated to his left, as always, the handsome pilot grinned like he had just won the fattest jackpot in Vegas.

Ourecky glanced up as the door creaked open. Resembling haggard survivors of the Bataan death march, Jackson and Sigler slowly staggered into the conference room. Since Tom “Big Head” Howard had perished in February’s launch catastrophe, Jackson was the tallest of the pilots; standing erect, he would scrape close to five-eleven, but now he was hunched over as if in abject pain. Built like a sprinter, he was thin—almost painfully so—with narrow shoulders and hips. His dark brown hair was cut in a flattop, which looked a week past due for a trim. Mike Sigler was two inches shorter than his command pilot, with a pug nose, closely shorn receding blonde hair, and the solid physical build of a collegiate wrestler.

Sighing in relief, the two men slumped into their chairs. Obviously slow to recover from the Box’s stresses, they were jittery and their eyes were bloodshot. To complement their horrendous physical appearances, both men seemed steeped in shame and humiliation, like a pervasive stench of body odor that could not be showered or scrubbed away. Like Ourecky, they obviously weren’t sure of the meeting’s purpose and probably suspected that they might be bumped from December’s flight as a result of their failure yesterday. Even if they weren’t immediately benched, Tew might be calling them all together to issue Crew Three a stern warning of what might happen if they didn’t get their act together.

Sigler gestured at a pitcher of ice water at the center of the table; in a thin, raspy voice, he murmured, “Please …”

Barely able to lift the vessel, Jackson poured a glass and slid it to his counterpart. Grasping the tumbler between two trembling hands, the right-seater quickly slurped it down and then quietly thanked the pilot. Sigler wore a thick pad of blood-tinged gauze taped to the inside of his left wrist and forearm. It was the telltale wear mark where the metal glove cuff ring persistently chafed the skin. As a pre-Box prophylactic measure, Ourecky had long ago learned to protect that sensitive flesh with a generous wrapping of white adhesive bandage tape; he was very surprised that Sigler had not arrived at the same solution.

“I guess we really blew it yesterday,” mumbled Jackson, looking towards Carson.

“Not we,” asserted Sigler apologetically. “It was all my fault, Parch. I let you down.”

Ourecky was surprised. Their conduct was in marked contrast to what Carson had related to him earlier. Soft-spoken and contrite, the pair showed absolutely no sign of the surly behavior and incessant grousing Carson had described.

“Just another bad day in the Box, guys,” noted Carson, twisting an end of his neatly trimmed moustache. “We’ve all had them. No need to dwell on it.”

After several minutes of uncomfortable silence, they were joined by Tew, Wolcott and Heydrich. Only the two generals seemed to have any clue about what was to ensue, and they remained reticent.

After the three men sat down, Jackson quietly spoke: “I’m sorry we let you down, General…. We’re ready to accept any consequences …” The buzz of a desktop intercom interrupted his apology.

Cupping his ear as he leaned in the direction of his desk, Tew shook his head to cut off Jackson’s apology. Through the intercom, his aide announced, “The admiral’s plane has arrived, sir. They’ll be up shortly.”

“We’re waitin’ with bated breath,” snapped Wolcott.

“Gentlemen, let’s set aside what happened yesterday and focus on matters at hand,” instructed Tew. “Let’s just see what Tarbox and his people have to say. Regardless of what it is, I want everyone to remain calm and keep their opinions to themselves. General Wolcott and I will do all the talking.”

“Yup,” added Wolcott. “Unless we specifically call on you, we don’t need anyone pipin’ in.”

A few minutes later, led by Tarbox, the Navy contingent arrived and took their places at the table. Obviously following the admiral’s fashion sense, the four members of his entourage were attired in almost identical snug-fitting off-the-rack Brooks Brothers suits in either black or dark gray. With matching white shirts and solid-color ties, the staidly dressed monochromatic clique could be readily mistaken for a gaggle of accountants or a squad of FBI agents.

Ourecky was mildly surprised to see that Ed Russo accompanied Tarbox’s group. He was aware that after the tragic launch accident in February, Russo—now a full-fledged lieutenant colonel—had returned to the Manned Orbiting Lab project in California. According to rumor, when the MOL effort was summarily cancelled in June, Russo was shifted to a temporary assignment within a classified Navy effort overseen by Tarbox. Ourecky looked towards Carson; seething, the pilot wasn’t very adept at concealing his festering scorn towards Russo.

Seated at the admiral’s right hand like a favored son, Russo had obviously ingratiated himself to the Ancient Mariner. Like Admiral Rickover, the autocratic overseer of the Navy’s nuclear program, Tarbox was granted immense latitude in handpicking officers for critical assignments. He subjected each prospective candidate to a lengthy series of excruciating interviews to assess their technical knowledge, judgment, and personal reliability. Consequently, it was a virtual certainty that Russo—even though an Air Force officer—had endured the same gauntlet as the other men in Tarbox’s inner circle of trusted advisors.

Ourecky studied Tarbox. He knew him from his days in El Segundo but mostly just by reputation; he could tally their actual encounters on one hand and still have fingers left over. The acerbic admiral always reminded him of a malicious elf from a childhood fairy tale; he seemed like he would be far more comfortable in a lofty room atop a castle’s tower, gleefully spinning straw into gold in exchange for some desperate damsel’s firstborn.

After exchanging cursory greetings with Tew and Wolcott, Tarbox cleared his throat and curtly nodded at Russo.

“This will be a joint Navy-Air Force venture,” declared Russo, speaking on cue. He paused to solemnly hand neatly bound briefing books to Tew, Wolcott, and Heydrich. “The objective is to interdict a Soviet maritime radar surveillance platform—Object 4201—launched in May.”

Scrutinizing a diagram that depicted the new satellite alongside the second stage of a Titan II booster, Wolcott whistled through his chipped teeth. “Whew … that’s a mighty big critter.”

“When?” demanded Tew tersely. With one hand, he perched black-framed reading glasses on his florid nose as he quickly leafed through the briefing book’s pages.

“No later than mid-September, General,” replied Russo.

September? thought Ourecky. Surely this has to be some sort of joke.

“Out of the question,” replied Tew, slamming his book shut as he turned his attention to Tarbox. “I thought you were coming here with something substantive, not some convoluted pipe dream. I’m not going to rush our boys into harm’s way, particularly when this damned thing may be nothing more than a discarded booster.”

“This platform is very real, Mark, and very dangerous to our national security,” growled Tarbox. “And it’s crucial that we scuttle it as quickly as possible. You need to set aside your qualms because I can assure you that this mission will fly.”

“That’s all well and good, Leon, but you’re assuming that we will have hardware available to execute your mission. That’s not necessarily the case.”

As if on cue, Russo pulled a document out of a folder and slid it across the table to Tew. “General, this is an inventory of what you currently have on hand at the HAF in San Diego,” he asserted arrogantly. “Including spare parts and back-up flight computers. You currently have two complete mission-ready stacks. One is ready for encapsulation and transit to the PDF at Johnston Island.”

Ourecky resisted the urge to shake his head. He despised Russo almost as much as Carson did and just could not comprehend how such a slimy character could have evolved into such a disruptive force. In his brief time as a liaison officer here, he had obviously gleaned a tremendous amount of inside information and was now exploiting it to the Project’s detriment. A wooden steed jammed with Greek warriors probably couldn’t wreak nearly as much havoc as this erstwhile emissary.

As the men discussed what equipment was available and what was not, Ourecky read the pages of Wolcott’s briefing book as the retired general slowly flipped through them. Gathering all the pertinent facts about orbital inclinations and timing, he felt confident that he and Carson could execute the mission with minimal preparation. In fact, the profile was so similar to June’s mission, they could probably launch as soon as the hardware was ready, tomorrow if necessary. Despite this, Blue Gemini was commanded by General Tew, and if he was reluctant, he obviously had good reason.

Glaring at Russo, Tew pointed at Jackson and Sigler. “There’s another flaw with your plan,” he said. “If we elect to undertake your mission, these two gentlemen will be the crew to fly it. As it stands, they have been training for a mission scheduled to launch in December, and they are not yet certified for any flight, much less one that will be executed in less than two months. So even though we may possess the hardware, we don’t have a ready crew to scramble.”

“If that’s your prime crew,” croaked Tarbox, looking towards Carson and Ourecky. “Then who are these other two?”

“They’re our, uh, back-up crew,” replied Tew. “They haven’t even started training for the mission in December, so they’re not certified either.”

“Carson and Ourecky flew last month,” noted Russo smugly, as if he had actually contributed something momentous to that effort.

“You’re Carson and Ourecky?” growled Tarbox, extending a hand to shake theirs. “Congratulations! That was a fine piece of flying, you two. Superb work.”

“We’re mighty proud of them,” observed Wolcott. “Top-notch hands, they are.”

Russo gestured towards Ourecky and added, “Admiral, Major Ourecky took the picture.” As if Tarbox needed reminding, Russo produced the now infamous photograph depicting the brass data plate on the Soviet reconnaissance satellite previously known as Object 2368-B.

“Amazing,” blurted Tarbox, covetously examining the glossy print. He seemed to be on the verge of drooling. “Absolutely amazing.”

Carson glared at Russo with unbridled malice, as if he were summoning daggers and hatchets to fly from his eyes and into the shiny forehead of his nemesis.

Sensing Carson’s barely latent hostility, Wolcott chuckled and then drawled, “Yup, Ourecky snapped the picture, but let’s not forget that our man Carson here played a significant role in making that happen.”

Nodding, Tarbox handed the photo back to Russo. “And they’re your back-up crew for this mission, Mark?” he asked, looking askance at Tew. “Since time is so short and they already have operational experience, why don’t you assign them to fly my mission?”

“I’ll take that under advisement,” answered Tew. “But unless there’s some compelling reason to convince me otherwise, Jackson and Sigler will fly the next mission. If they’re ready to go in September, fine, but otherwise …”

“We’ll just see about that,” scoffed Tarbox.

“So what’s with the danged ants in your pants, Leon?” Wolcott sneered. “Shucks, it ain’t like that big ol’ satellite is going anywhere anytime soon. Why are you so riled up to whang it?”

“Good point,” added Tew. “Why don’t you enlighten us?”

“There’s a major fleet exercise called ‘Operation Peacekeeper’ scheduled for mid-September in the North Atlantic,” divulged Tarbox, examining his watch. “It involves an evaluation of some new anti-submarine warfare technology and procedures, and we would prefer that the Soviets weren’t watching over our shoulders. We want this monster knocked down as expeditiously as possible.”

“That’s fine,” replied Tew. “But I don’t see how this supposed time-sensitive issue merits doing business in such a haphazard manner. Sure, we might be able to do this, but at what potential cost? If you’re so intent on safeguarding your new ASW technology, why don’t you delay the tests or at least conduct them somewhere that it’s less likely you’ll be monitored?”

Not responding, the volatile admiral fumed for a few seconds before vowing, “Mark my words, gentlemen, this will be done. The faster you accept that notion, the more time that you will have to prepare.” He abruptly stood up, and his entourage quickly gathered their materials and followed suit. Before leaving the room, he added, “My staff will draft a memorandum of understanding to spell out our specific requirements and expectations. It will be delivered here on Monday morning. Good day, gentlemen.”

Tew stood up as the last of Tarbox’s protégés departed. Grasping his stomach, he ambled slowly to his desk, extracted a blue flask containing milk of magnesia, swigged straight from the bottle, and replaced it. His face was pale, almost entirely without color, and beads of sweat dotted his forehead.

“This is not good,” he declared, regaining his seat at the conference table. “I’m sure you’re all aware that the admiral wields a lot of power and can exert a lot of influence, and I’m confident that he will relentlessly pursue this fiasco until he either gets his way or he’s slapped down. At this juncture, we have to assume that he’ll be successful, but I’m also confident that I can present a strong argument to adhere to our current flight schedule.”

“That’s fine, pard, but what if that sumbitch pushes hard enough to force our hand?” asked Wolcott. “Whether we cotton to it or not, we may end up firing earlier than later.”

Tew wiped his glistening forehead with a handkerchief before replying, “If that happens, then we’ll react accordingly. In the meantime, we will make sure that we have the time-sensitive pieces in place. With that said, here’s my plan. Virgil, call the HAF in San Diego and make sure that they’re ready to complete encapsulation of the stack and load it on the LST on extremely short notice.”

“Consider it done, boss.”

“And Virgil, since we’re really not sure when this thing will fly, I suppose it goes without saying that we’ll need to drastically accelerate training.”

“Gunter, can you restart this morning?” asked Wolcott reluctantly, looking at his watch.

Swallowing, Heydrich answered, “Ja, but …”

“Wonderful. Gunter, after we clear out of this corral, ring up your boys and tell them to fire up the Box. Also let them know that they’ll be working this weekend, and probably the next several weekends to come. Jackson, I want you and Sigler to skedaddle straight over to the hangar and jump right back into the saddle. You’ll knuckle down until you get it right.”

The weary pair looked as if they had been sentenced to a firing squad. Ourecky was sure that he saw tears welling in Sigler’s bloodshot eyes.

Wolcott slid one briefing book towards Jackson and the other towards Carson. “Before any of you walk out of here, take some time to bone up on what the Navy is hankering to do.”

Looking towards Carson and Ourecky, Tew emphatically declared, “For you two gentlemen, the only change is semantic. Yes, you are now elevated to back-up crew status, but I’m making that change strictly to ensure redundancy. Don’t delude yourselves: Jackson and Sigler will fly this mission. I’m only showing you some temporary leniency because I want you two training and working together again. Do you understand?”

Carson and Ourecky nodded glumly.

Wolcott looked towards a freshly printed TELEX on Tew’s desk and noted, “You know, Mark, maybe you should accept that invitation. A trip outside the office might do you a world of good, and you would be right smack in the middle of history as it’s being made.”

“As if we’re not already?” replied Tew.

“You know what I mean, boss. If nothing else, since Leon seems so anxious to sling his face cards around, it would be an excellent opportunity to show him that you can also play at the high stakes table. Tarnations, Mark, that invite couldn’t have dropped in our lap at a more opportune time. How often will you have the president’s undivided attention?”

“Very true,” answered Tew. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt for me to make a trip out to the PDF. But before we get too far ahead of ourselves, we’re not even sure that this mission is viable. For all we know, this shot may be outside the range of our capabilities. Tarbox may already know that, and may have come here just to rattle us.”

Loosening his back tie, Heydrich looked up from his briefing book and interjected, “Mark, we’ll run these numbers through our computers. I should have a solid answer for you by the middle of next week.”

“It can be done, General,” averred Ourecky confidently. “In fact, this profile is very similar to our last mission. I can’t speak for Crew Three, but Major Carson and I could probably fly it right now, with minimal preparation.”

“Ourecky, are you that sure?” asked Tew.

“I am, sir.”

“Well, Carson, before we arbitrarily pack you two boys into a rocket and shoot you into space tomorrow, how do you feel about it?” asked Wolcott.

“I would have to look at it more closely,” answered Carson. “And although I do tentatively agree with Scott’s assessment, I’m definitely not going to decline any opportunity to train.”

“What’s your take, Gunter?” asked Tew. “Is there any chance that Ourecky is right?”

Heydrich sat up straight and answered, “I’ll certainly have to study it more closely, but I suspect that he’s correct. But even then, there are a lot of pieces to the puzzle, some of them completely outside our control, like the tracking network.”

“Correct. Assuming that we’re compelled to go sooner than later, how difficult will it be to divert the ARIAs and other tracking assets?” asked Tew, examining a desk calendar. “When is the next lunar flight scheduled?”

Heydrich looked towards the ceiling. “If nothing goes wrong this weekend that would cause a delay to the program, the next Apollo mission should go in November.”

“You don’t think they will make it on Sunday?” asked Tew, raising his eyebrows.

“I would be very surprised,” replied Heydrich. “I think that they might try for the landing, but I strongly doubt that they will make it. The parameters are just too close.”

“Okay. Assuming that we can lock down the tracking assets, how about the recovery network?”

“Isaac needs a minimum of three weeks’ notice to mobilize and deploy his troops,” answered Wolcott.

“Well, give him a heads up that he might have to deploy on short notice,” stated Tew. “Tell him he is authorized to immediately start sneaking his LSO teams into their assigned countries once we have a better handle on the orbital tracks. I know that’s an expensive gamble, but we’ll figure out the budget issues later.”

“Done, boss.”

“I’m going to do my damnedest to head off this mission or at least delay it, but we have to be ready regardless. Now, unless anyone has any questions, I need to call the White House to make sure their invitation is still open.”

9:25 a.m.

As they entered the sanctuary of the Flight Crew Office, Carson looked to verify that they were alone, closed the door, whirled around at Ourecky and demanded, “What the hell was that about, Scott?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve been watching Jackson and Sigler screwing up for the past month. It’s like witnessing the same damned train wreck over and over. Did you really have to rub their noses in it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Gee golly, General Tew, if Crew Three can’t do it, then Carson and me can fly that mission without even straining ourselves,” chided Carson in a mocking voice like a fifth-grader volunteering for the toughest word at a spelling bee. “And moreover, you shouldn’t be in such a damned rush to volunteer us for a mission without consulting with me first. Considering that we’re a team, or we’re supposed to be a team, I think you owe me that.”

“I thought …”

“Scott, while I will always bow to your theoretical knowledge, you should remember that I have a lot more flying time than you’ll ever have, and you should at least respect my position on whether we’re adequately trained or not. We’ve flown exactly one mission. Just because you’ve made it up and back in one piece doesn’t give you any leeway to get cocky.”

Flustered, Ourecky slouched into his chair and shook his head. “But I thought you wanted to go upstairs again.”

“I do, but this business isn’t like driving down to the local airport and renting a Piper Cub for a hamburger run or a beach trip,” snapped Carson, unwrapping a stick of Juicy Fruit. “Yeah, I want to go up, but to be honest, I’m behind Tew on this one. I think it’s a lot more practical to stick with our schedule and shoot in December. I don’t think that I need to remind you about this project’s record: one rocket and crew vaporized on the first mission, and a major battery failure on the second. It’s foolhardy for anyone to believe that all the bugs have been worked out.”

“But what if Tew changes his mind and we end up with the mission anyway?”

“I don’t see that happening, but if it does, we need to spend time in the Box to tune up.”

Ourecky all but cringed at the mention of the Box. “You don’t think we’re ready now?” he asked.

“Ready?” Carson shook his head vigorously and asked, “Hey, do you know what you call a boxer who jumps right into a championship bout without training?”

“No. What?”

“You call him an ambulance, if he’s lucky, a hearse if he’s not.” Carson sat down at his desk and added, “Stick to what you’re good at, Scott, and let me handle the training. I’ll decide when we’re ready.”

Delta Airlines 651, 23 miles south of Lexington, Kentucky
4 p.m., Sunday, July 20, 1969

Tightly gripping her stomach, Bea retreated to the sanctuary of the mid-deck galley. Several of her neighbors back in Dayton had been incapacitated with some sort of nasty stomach bug, and it appeared that she had fallen victim as well. She hoped that Scott hadn’t also caught it.

“Bea, are you all right?” asked Sally, one of the other stewardesses. Bottle-blonde and petite, Sally was originally from Dallas but now lived in Atlanta. Bea stayed with her occasionally during the week but wasn’t overly fond of the raucous parties that seemed to be a nightly occurrence at Sally’s apartment complex.

Woefully woozy, struggling to maintain her equilibrium, Bea sagged against a stainless steel shelf in the galley. “Oh, Sally, I’m just dying right now. I swear I would have called in sick if I knew I was going to feel this awful.”

Adjusting her blouse, Sally shook her head and observed, “Honey, you look terrible. Why don’t you get off your feet? You can take the aft jump seat. If you need to stretch out some more, there are open seats in first class. I don’t even know why we’re bothering to fly today.”

“Yeah, I know. Scott’s at home, glued to the TV set, just like everyone else in the country. He wanted me to stay home.” Bea opened the first aid cabinet and found a bottle of aspirin. She gulped down two tablets and chased them with lukewarm 7-Up.

“You should have listened to him. Look, Bea, the plane’s less than a third full. Let me cover for you. Besides, there’s Trudy and Joan, if I can ever drag them away from flirting with that rich guy up front.”

Bea weakly shook her head as she scooped ice cubes into a plastic cup and then grabbed a couple of miniature bottles from the liquor box. “I’m going to take you up on that. Let me deliver these up to 14-B, and then I’ll go back and cozy up in the jump seat for a while.”

Walking forward, she regretted that she didn’t immediately latch on to Sally’s offer. Buffeted by mild turbulence, the plane shuddered slightly. Grasping the cup of ice and bottles in one hand, she used the other to balance herself on seat headrests. By the time she made it to the fourteenth row, her knees were wobbling and her head spun like a carnival ride gone awry.

“Your Johnny Walker Red, sir,” she mumbled to the passenger, a neatly dressed regular who flew from Dayton at least once a month. She knew him only by appearance and not by name, but he seemed pleasant enough. At least he wasn’t grabby like some of the other Sunday afternoon regulars.

“Thanks, darling,” he replied and looked at his watch. “It should be about time to celebrate.”

Just then, the captain’s jubilant voice blared over the PA system: “Ladies and gentlemen, I have an important announcement! We have just received word that Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin have landed safely on the moon. Apollo 11 is on the moon!”

As the handful of passengers cheered and clapped, Bea was suddenly stricken by an overwhelming wave of nausea. Her lunch of chicken salad and crackers was coming up, and there was nothing that she could do to prevent it.

Her panic was momentarily dispelled by years of emergency training; she instantly reviewed her available options, weighing a mad dash back to the mid-deck galley against a frenzied sprint to the first class lavatory, but decided that neither alternative was viable. Abandoning any pretense of ladylike decorum, she snatched an airsickness bag from a seat pocket, ripped it open, and then unceremoniously filled it.

“Sorry,” she said sheepishly, sealing the bag closed with its wire tie.

“Are you okay, honey?” asked the passenger sympathetically, offering his napkin.

“I think so,” she answered, wiping her lips. “I just wish that you hadn’t seen that.”

“So, little lady, I take it that you’re not a big fan of the space program, huh?” he replied, tipping up one of the miniature bottles.
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