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Аннотация
For astronaut David Dixon, sneaking aboard a Russian space station and stealing a nuclear bomb was the easy part — now he has to survive re-entry on an untested inflatable heat shield and then deal with the aftermath of being the most wanted man on Earth.
When a clandestine intelligence agency offers David the chance to return to space and probably not get killed — he finds himself in a world of intrigue when a secret mission takes an unexpected turn as he goes undercover on an orbiting science platform in order to track down the spymaster known as Silverback.

Orbital is a fast-paced blend of space action and mystery thriller set in the fast-emerging aerospace age.


Andrew Mayne
Orbital

Dedicated to my parents.


Preface

All of the technology described in this book is either currently being tested on the launch pad or in advance stages of development.
This is a story of the very near future.

One
Dead Drop

So, uh, I think I have a bullet lodged into my ribs. My air supply is going to give out at any moment. I have a nuclear bomb strapped to my back and my re-entry vehicle is basically a rubber raft that’s never been tested with human cargo. On the plus side, this really is probably the most baller way anyone could possibly die. So there’s that.
Of course, if this inflatable heat shield catches fire and I burn up like a Nazi robbing the Ark in Raiders of the Lost Ark as I hit the atmosphere at 20,000 miles an hour, nobody is going to be talking about the totally awesome way I bought it.
Nope. They’ll be worried about the several kilos of plutonium dispersed into the atmosphere forming a vapor trail a hundred miles long, potentially creating the worst human-caused natural disaster since…um…hell. Maybe this one will take the number one slot.
You could say that today is going to be filled with a lot of firsts.
Focus, David. You’re being a little bit of drama queen. You don’t know if the bullet is actually in you or grazed the inside of your spacesuit. Besides, since you shoved that tire plug in there, you’ve hardly felt a thing.
Second, you’ve got plenty of air to last until you make landfall — okay statistically speaking, sea-fall. So, you’ll either become a radioactive cloud or taking in a deep breath of fresh air before you drown.
Third, it’s not like the nuclear bomb can blow up. You threw away the trigger. If anything could set it off, you’d already be dead.
Fourth, they tested this inflatable heat shield dozens of times with crash dummies. And four out of ten times they didn’t come back to Earth melted. That’s almost fifty percent, which means I have exactly a hundred percent chance of either living…or dying.
And fifth, if you really care what happens to the world after you make the ultimate sacrifice, chances are the plutonium will just form a thick metal ball inside its casing and sink to the bottom of the ocean where it’ll be a bit of a radiation hazard, but nothing that’ll kill people — unless you count mer-people.
You got this.
“David? How are you doing?” says a voice from thousands of miles away.
Laney Washburn was a space blogger just twenty-four hours ago when I showed up at her house and she got recruited for a mad mission to steal a nuclear bomb from a Russian space station. This was after I had escaped from there once already and gone on a little international crime spree as I tried to keep one step ahead of Russian MiGs, assassination squads and some US intelligence agency double agents that thought it would be fun to drop me out of a helicopter. Fun times.
“Laney, I’m doing fantastic,” I reply.
“You’ll get through this. In about five minutes you’re going to start feeling some resistance as the atmosphere gets thicker.”
“What? Did I sound sarcastic? No seriously. I think I’m totally at peace with whatever happens.”
“Great. But we’re going to see you through this. I’m going to put Captain Baylor back.”
“No…don’t go, Laney. I want you to be the one to talk me through this.”
“David, I’m not qualified.”
“Yes, you are. If there’s something important they have to tell me, you can do it.”
“Well…your telemetry looks good for re-entry.”
“But…”
“Er…we don’t know the weight of the nuclear device and our tracking on you is a little imprecise.”
“So you have no idea where I’m going to land…”
“Uh…maybe Australia…ish?”
“That’s not so bad.”
“Or the Philippines.”
“Okay. I’ve never met a Filipino I didn’t like.”
“Um…Indonesia?”
“That’s where they have the islands with Komodo dragons?”
“Yes…”
“Okay. I can manage one of those.”
“You’ll probably land in the water though.”
“Right. Sharks. At least I have a raft.”
“Actually, you’ll need to bail out and use the parachute in the pouch.”
“Uh, yeah. I was wondering what this lumpy thing was. I’m going to put it on now.”
“Good idea.”
Of course I knew that. I just want the room full of people down there to feel a little bit of the excitement I’m going through.
I have to swing the nuclear device to the front of my spacesuit in order to get the parachute on my back. Fortunately there are all kinds of harnesses and straps to hold onto. Originally designed for a space-based SEAL team, they thought of most of everything.
It’s too bad my ride up here — a bullet-shaped stealth capsule — didn’t have its own heat shield. At least then I could ride back down inside something that I could pretend was giving me an extra layer of protection.
Since it was covered in a special material designed to absorb light and radio frequencies, it was the exact opposite of a heat shield and had to be abandoned. It was also really, really small. At least here I’m out in the open air…um, vacuum.
“We’re going to lose contact with you at some point as you re-enter since your radio won’t make it past the ionizing atmosphere around you.”
“Yeah…about that. How do we know I won’t burn up like a potato in a microwave?”
“Technically they just explode.”
“Right. Stupid question.”
“And the stealth suit you’re wearing has a higher heat resistance than iCosmos ones.”
iCosmos was the company I worked for until I stole not one, but two of their spacecraft. Technically the first one was more of a detour and the second I kind of sort of had permission.
Where does space end and the atmosphere begin? I can tell you definitively; right about now.
The trick with re-entry is slowing your speed from about 20,000 miles an hour to a more manageable Mach 1 or 2 where you can parachute to safety.
The reason spacecraft burn up in the atmosphere and you don’t go in for a leisurely stroll, is all about velocity. If you’re moving thousands of miles an hour you’re bumping into lots and lots of air molecules creating friction.
Too much friction and you’ll burn up whatever it is that you’re riding back down to Earth inside — and ultimately yourself. This is what happened to the Space Shuttle Columbia. A damaged heating tile let a super hot jet of air inside the wing that destroyed everything in seconds.
No fancy tiles for me. Right now I’m strapped to an inflatable round disc that looks suspiciously like something you’d find at a redneck pool party.
It’s starting to vibrate as I begin to skim the upper atmosphere. This means it’s time to keep my head down and choose a god to pray to.
“David? How are you doing?”
“Would you stop asking me that?”
“Sorry. They just want to make sure you’re okay. Alright, that’s dumb now that I think about it. How about you tell me a story?”
“Want to hear about the first time I flew?”

Two
Catching Air

I was ten years-old the first time I really flew. I’d been in airplanes before and would take the stick of one a few years later when an ex-Top Gun instructor let me hitch a ride. But the first time I remember the feeling of being aloft, soaring through the sky of my own accord, was when I took a home-built soap box racer down a hill and over a ramp.
I made the cart using lawnmower wheels, two-by-fours and a seat from a bass boat. To steer it, I used a piece of rope tied to either end of the front axle that pivoted on a bolt I drilled through the wood.
The ramp was a piece of rotted plywood I pulled off a neighbor’s tomato garden fence and propped up on some old tires.
Had any sane adult seen this scrawny kid dragging the cart up the steep hill and noticed the chalk line I’d drawn to mark out my path, they would have put a stop to it and had me see a shrink for suicidal tendencies.
But this was no death wish. It was a life wish — if there is such a thing.
I’d seen some older kids jump their BMX bikes off a ramp. I decided I’d do the same with a vehicle of my own design. I called it Davey’s Comit. Which was stupid on two accounts: I didn’t know comet wasn’t spelled like “vomit” and nobody called me “Davey,” not even my prodigious inner monologue.
There were no witness to what I did that day — which also means that had the attempt gone horribly awry, I’d have been laying on the pavement with a broken neck for hours.
After dragging the cart to the top of the hill I took a seat in the plastic chair and put on the flimsy helmet intended for a kid going zero miles an hour on a skateboard. But hey, I’d spray painted it silver and only got some of the paint on my fingers and hair.
Looking down the hill at the ramp, it seemed like a tiny shingle on a gingerbread house. I went back to my old neighborhood a few years ago. While the hill wasn’t as long as my memory, it was every bit as steep.
When I lifted my Keds from the ground and let gravity pull me, the going was slow at first. My lawnmower wheels weren’t exactly Pirelli’s.
Soon enough, I began to pick up speed. I quickly passed the point where I could bail out and avoid a nasty scrape or sprained wrist.
Every pebble in the asphalt jostled my suspension-free kart. It soon became just one steady staccato rhythm as my velocity increased.
The tiny ramp grew larger at a fast pace as I fought with the cords to keep the nose of Davey’s Comit straight along my chalk line.
I’d designed my ramp carefully, accounting for the distance between the front and rear axle. When I hit it, my forward motion was gradually changed into upward momentum.
The impact was anything but smooth, but it didn’t stop me. Hell no. I was a bat out of hell — on lawnmower wheels.
I remember the front of the kart leaving the edge of the ramp and could feel the precise moment in my ass when the back wheels left. I was goddamn airborne!
Twenty feet? Fifty? It felt like I was jumping the Grand Canyon.
Yes, when I went back to measure how far I’d gone, there were clear indentations only 29.5 inches from the ramp to where my rear wheels actually landed back on Earth. But don’t tell me I didn’t make a giant leap.
The landing was just the beginning. While the ramp was at the edge of the pavement, the hill still continued down through the Montgomery family backyard.
I slid down their green lawn picking up even more speed.
At some point one of my front wheels came lose and the end of the wooden axle dug a furrow into the grass.
Did I come to a stop? No, sir. Davey’s Comit proceeded to spin around as it plummeted down the hill in sideways cartwheels.
Eventually the inertia was too much and I was thrown from my craft.
I pulled my arms in and rolled with it until I came to stop. I laid there, arms stretched out, watching the world spin around me as my inner ear tried to process what the fuck I just went through.
I just stared up at the sky, seeing right through the clouds. Past the blue of the atmosphere and straight into space.
I saw stars, not the dizzy kind that tell you your brain isn’t getting enough oxygen. These were the real ones. Surrounded by planets and asteroids and mysteries.
In my mind’s eye, I was seeing space.
How far did that ramp jump take me?
I couldn’t tell you.
I still haven’t landed.

Three
Aerodynamic

MOTHER OF GOD!!! My heat shield is vibrating so much I think my brain is going to snap from my spine and turn to apple sauce in my skull.
If going down in the Unicorn space capsule last time was like being a penny in a dryer, this is like being a penny in a dryer inside a tilt-a-whirl in a hurricane during an earthquake as the world gets sucked into a black hole.
Heat shield? It’s a goddamn inflatable raft. There’s no top to this thing. I can see damn stars out the side of my visor!
Man was not meant to do this.
If I could time travel back to that kid on the hill I’d knock his lawnmower wheels off and tell him to go inside and play video games for crying out loud.
“DDDDDDAAAAAAAAVVVVVVIIIIIIIIIIDDDDDDD?????” says Laney’s scratchy voice over the comm.
I start to speak but my teeth are chattering so much much I’m afraid I’m going to chip them. Instead, I manage to hum something.
Oh crap. I thought the vibration was bad. Now there’s the weird high pitch wailing sound like air blowing air over an open bottle. Must be demons. Has to be. No other reasonable explanation.
Lord Satan, I accept! Just stop the noise!
Nope. He still won’t shut up.
Oh crap! I see fucking flames shooting up over the edge of the raft!
Wait? Is that flames or ionized air? Flames mean my Space Raft of Ultimate Doom is deteriorating underneath me and I’m seconds away from burning alive. Ionized air means I’m one giant goddamn neon sign in the sky.
“LLLLLLLAAAAAAANNNNNNNEEEEEEEYYYYYYYY?”
Not even static. That means the channel is being blocked by the electric charge of all those electrons whoring it up around the air molecules I’m battering with my space raft.
But it could be fire too…
I take a whiff and smell the scent of fear and stupidity as I realize I’m trying to smell something outside my spacesuit.
How the hell did they let me be an astronaut in the first place?
Oh, right. I was the dumb guy that volunteered to be the guinea pig they tested all the stuff they didn’t want killing the real astronauts. Letting me into space was more of an oversight.
Oh crap. I can see a pinkish red glow all around me now. I totally feel tingly. Heck, is this the way to Asgard?
How much longer? I forgot to check my wrist display before I re-entered the atmosphere. Jesus Christ. I just re-entered the atmosphere — on a damn raft.
Okay, do the math in your head, David. How fast were we traveling? About 17,000 miles an hour give or take. Alright, how long does it take to slow down? Um, what’s my weight and the surface area of this heat shield? Beats me.
Okay. So let’s just wait a while. Hopefully the folks down at Ops realize what kind of idiot they’re dealing with and will chime in once I can actually get a radio signal.
Shoot, how long has it been? I have to be going a mere 10,000 miles an hour right now. I should probably wait until I’m at 1,000 before I bail out.
Is it getting hot in here?
Holy cow! I can feel the heat from the glowing wall of fire all around me! It’s like every damn Arby’s heating lamp in the world is trying to fry my ass.
They said this suit could deal with the heat.
They also said it had never been tested and Congress shut down the program.
“DA…” says a disconnected voice over the comm.
“It’s me!” No kidding. Who the hell else were they expecting? The air monkey gremlin that tried to tear apart William Shatner’s jet engine in the Twilight Zone?
Thanks for that mental image. I can still hear the demon howling sound. Now I’ve got a face to put to it.
Heck, if one of them showed up right now I’d totally be cool with it — because then I won’t have to die alone.
“David? Check are you reading us?”
“Affirmative!” I have to yell in order to be heard over the loudest wind any human has ever been subjected to.
The glow around my space raft has begun to flicker.
“We’re getting…”
And nothing. It’ll be fine in another second.
“…metry. Over.”
“Could you repeat that?”
“We’re getting your telemetry now. You’ll need to bail out in two minutes time.”
“Can’t I just hold on to the raft?”
“Not with the weight of the nuclear device.”
“Oh. Right. How selfish of me. Um, how am I going to float with this thing strapped to my chest?”
“You won’t have to. Unless you land in a lake. Your trajectory is taking you over Western Australia.”
“Oh. Cool. Um, aren’t there more poisonous snakes there than anywhere else in the world?”
“No. That’s a lie they tell to keep tourists away. But don’t take your spacesuit off. And don’t pick up any funny looking sticks.”
BANG!!!
Suddenly my space raft goes limp and begins to wrap around my body.
“David?”
“I have an equipment malfunction! Hold on!”
I’m spinning so wildly I can’t even think of a metaphor in the heat of the moment. Hell, it’s hot too!
I have to get out of this thing! Every direction I try to move the raft just flops around me.
Think, David!
I grab my space knife — my term for it — and jab it into the material and try pulling myself towards the edge.
There’s a flash of blue as I catch a glimpse of sky.
Keep going! One more puncture…
A blast of hypersonic wind hits my face mask and I’m knocked off the space raft.
Arms flat. Body straight. Clinch those thighs, girl, lest you want to lose your legs at Mach 5.
I’m spinning around and see wide open brown ground. Well, g’day.
Okay..I’m not going Mach Infinity.
Spread those arms wide open. Stabilize your descent.
Okay, we’re looking good. Um, where’s the handle on this parachute?
“Hey Ops? Anybody check the manual on this para-SHIT! Oh that hurts!”
“We believe it’s automatic. In case you black out.”
“Yeah. Put a definite, “yes” on that one. My chute has deployed.” I can’t even fathom where my balls just shifted to.
Baylor, the Air Force sadist running this part of the operation, takes over the comm. “Do you still have the nuke?”
“I love you too,” I reply to her then look down at the huge case strapped to my chest. “Yes. It’ll be the reason I break my ankles on landing.”
“Excellent. I mean…be careful…”
I know what you’re really worried about. There’s no kidding me.

Four
Down Under

I look past the nuke strapped to my chest and my feet at the ground below me. It’s one giant desert. I guess you could use that describe much of Australia.
But there’s a whole hell lot of nothing down there.
Last time I made an unscheduled landing I came down in Rio. Good times. Great people — well the ones that weren’t shooting at me.
This time…miles and miles of wasteland. The is Mad Max territory.
It could be worse, David. You could have landed in the ocean. How would you have liked to try dog paddling for days with the nuclear device strapped to your chest then?
Fair point. Australia is looking better and better.
Without any reference landmarks or an altimeter, the ground starts coming at me pretty fast. I’d love to drop the nuke before I touch down so it doesn’t break my jaw, but…um…that would be a bad idea.
With my knees slightly bent, I push the case away and get ready to keep moving forward.
BAM!!!
Touchdown. And I manage to not fall on my ass.
Okay, drop the nuke now and roll up the parachute.
I’d love to cut it free, but I might need it as an emergency shelter. I have no idea how long it’ll take help to reach me out here.
“Ops, I’m down.”
I start pulling at the cords but stop as I feel a searing pain in my side. “AAAAAK!”
I fall to my ass and let the parachute pull at me in the wind. I think that bullet did a little bit more than I realized.
Oh, I can take my helmet off. Why don’t I do that and lay here for a second?
The wind is cold on my sweaty face, but it’s the first time in forever I haven’t smelled the constant scent of burning plastic and my own fear.
I stretch my arms out wide and lay completely flat. It’s not the most comfortable thing to do in a spacesuit, but I’m so sore, it doesn’t matter.
Deep breath. You’re alive — for the time being.
“Ops?”
Nothing. No reply. Wonderful. Either my comm finally ran out of juice or they lost me.
Delightful.
I pull myself back upright, afraid I might pass out. Damn, my side hurts.
I look down and see the yellow plastic plug I’d used to seal up the bullet hole I got from the asshole Russians in our gunfight…in space.
Jesus, David, if you live through this, you’ll never have to pay for another drink again. Even better, I’m already in Australia, where they take that kind of thing seriously.
Okay, so we’re in the middle of the Australian desert, hundreds of miles from civilization. Thousands, if you ask a New Zealander. Now what?
Do I shed my suit and go on a walkabout?
I would, but I’m afraid it’s the only thing keeping my bullet wound in check.
Man, I can’t wait to tell a date how I got that scar…
I try to get up, but the pain is too intense. I start emptying out my pockets. There’s plenty of tools for space stuff. Nothing to fix a space man.
I look up at the sound of a jet engine flying by and spot an F-35 roaring past.
“Over here!” I shout, as if he can hear me over the sound of his turbines. Well, if I don’t make the effort, how will he know the astronaut bleeding to death next to his parachute needs help?
The pilot turns the craft into a wide circle and comes back around.
I wave my arms, just in case he was looking at some other downed astronaut who needs urgent help.
I start to estimate how long it will take for him to get help to me, then remember I have no damn clue how far away the nearest helicopter pad is from here.
But it doesn’t matter…because when the Australian Defense Force sprung for these F-35s, THEY MADE SURE THIS ONE HAD MOTHEREFFING VTOL!!!
The F-35 hovers a hundred yards ahead of me.
Why isn’t he landing?
Oh, because this asshole still has a parachute attached to him and the down thrust will send me across the dry ground like tumbleweed.
I cut that raven-colored silk loose and let it blow away in the wind.
Evidently satisfied, the F-35 comes a little closer then drops down and lands.
I’m eight years old, watching Star Wars for the first time as the dude sets her down, pops his cockpit and steps down his portable ladder.
“Loiks like you goit yoirself ina spot a trouble, mate,” says the pilot in that way all Australians exaggerate their accents the first time they greet you.
“I’ll just wait for the next tour bus. I’m fine.” I try to sit up casually.
“Suit yourself,” he says and turns back around.
“Since you came all this way…”
He turns around grinning until he spots me holding my side where the bullet went through. There’s blood trickling over my fingers.
“Crikey! Let me get my kit!”
He hurries back with his first aid case and drops it beside me then goes to his knees, catching my head as I fall backwards.
“Major Davis at your service. Helicopter is in route and beers are being poured. In the meantime, mind if I have look at that in case it needs urgent attention?”
“Just wash your damn hands,” I reply before passing out.

Five
Debrief

A man comes in, shakes my hand and tells me I’m the bravest person he ever met, then leaves. I think it was the President. I said something meek, avoided eye contact, then sat back at the conference room table to go through the notes.
“You got all the points?” asks Kevin Flavor, assistant to the Director of the CIA — which I found out is a totally different position than Assistant Director of the CIA.
The little “a’s” seem to actually run things while the big “A’s” wait for a seat to open up.
“Yeah. Pretty much.”
“The press isn’t going to drill very hard. They know you’re a special operative and can’t elaborate on much. Just be sure to mention the professionalism of our Russian colleagues and how sad you are for the those killed in name of protecting global security.”
So this is how it is: One big lie.
I’m a “Special Operative.” Ten days ago I was pretty sure I was committing an act of treason and was going to be a wanted man in at least four countries. Now, I’m going to be presented on television as a “Special Operative” who worked hand-in-hand with US and Russian authorities to stop an act of war by a renegade Russian official.
This is the half-truth they’ve all agreed upon. If the Russians had their way, this would all have been pinned on me and the renegade director of the Russian space program who plotted this would have died of sudden natural causes and the world would never know how close we came to having to knock rocks together to start fires and use smoke signals to communicate — at least the part of the world that would have been affected by the EMP from the nuclear bomb.
Fortunately, not wanting to let an international crisis go to waste, our President jumped in and had his staff craft a whole narrative about this being one carefully planned operation with us and the Russians working lock-step.
Sure, it made Russian President Radin look weak, but the alternative was nearly letting World War III start on his watch.
Fine, they get a lie they can all agree upon. But the real problem is that nobody wants to talk about the real problem: The only reason things got as out of control as they did is because we have a leak in the highest reaches of the US intelligence community. Named Silverback, he or she, is the reason the two astronauts who initially went up to the Russian space station with me are dead. They’re the real heroes.
I was just taking up space.
On the closed-circuit TV monitor the White House Press Secretary steps behind the podium and starts making some friendly banter with the press before we go live.
“Any questions?”
“Why do I have to do this? Aren’t special operatives supposed to be kept, um, special?”
Flavor laughs. I can’t tell if it’s genuine or his polite way of acknowledging that I said something I thought was amusing. “David, your face has been on every television screen on the planet for the past ten days. Most people still think you’re a fugitive.”
“Isn’t there still a warrant for my arrest in Brazil?”
“We’re fixing that. And the French airline isn’t going to sue.”
Yeah, I almost forgot, I parked a 777 in the desert and took out the border fence.
It’d be an amusing story if it wasn’t for the fact that four Mexican soldiers were killed by a renegade Defense Intelligence Agency unit working for Silverback.
“Look, David, what you want is video of you shaking hands with the President of the United States and the Russian Federation everywhere.”
“You mean that’s what you want…”
“It helps us all. We show people that we’re working together and you get to be a hero. Isn’t that why you became an astronaut?”
“I became an astronaut so I could go into space. What are the chances of that happening again?”
“You have to talk to your boss at iCosmos about that.”
I test him, “You think NASA would take me?”
“I don’t know.”
“Maybe you could pull a few strings?”
“I wouldn’t know which ones.”
“Right.”
A woman steps in the doorway and says that I’m about to be introduced.
“Oh, David, I almost forgot.” Flavor slides a sheet of paper out of his briefcase and pushes it in front of me with a pen. “Just sign this.”
I stare down at the real tiny type. “What is it?”
“Just a general release. That’s all.”
The word “felony” pops out. I pick the sheet up to read more closely.
“One minute,” the woman announces, holding the door open.
“Just sign it, David,” says Flavor.
“I’d like to have my attorney check this.”
“There’s no time. We have to get you out there.”
“Then I’ll read it after.”
“No, you have to sign it before we let you go on television with the President.”
I push the document back across the table at him. Ten days ago, there’s no way in hell I’d have done that. Today is different. I can still feel where the bullet went through me. “Give him my regards.”
“Time to go,” says the woman at the door.
I cross my arms and sit still, calling their bluff.
“David, this is unprofessional,” says Flavor.
I keep my words calm and measured and channel Bennet, the man who taught me how to be an astronaut and gave his life in space for the mission. “No. Unprofessional is springing this bullshit on me right before I’m supposed to go on.” I nod to the woman at the door. “Is this how you work it as a tag team?”
She looks away.
“You’re lucky you didn’t end up in a hole somewhere,” says Flavor.
“A couple of your people tried that. How’d that turn out for them?”
“Those were rogue agents from a different agency.”
“When people start making threats, you all look the same.”
The President steps out to the podium and starts making his opening remarks. Flavor sits across the table from me, glaring.
There’s a commotion from the hallway and two Secret Service agents step into the room followed by a short man with piercing blue eyes.
“There he is!” Russian President Radin booms as he strides over to me. “The man I owe everything to.”
He clasps his hands on my shoulders and kisses me on both cheeks. “My prayers are with your friends we lost.”
“Thank you, Mr. President,” I say, getting to my feet.
“Are you ready to go out there and put on this charade?” he asks with a wink.
“Mr. Dixon will not be appearing on camera,” says Flavor.
“No? I thought the whole purpose of me coming here was for this?” says Radin, glaring at Flavor.
“There’s been a technicality. He refuses to sign a standard document we request all our operatives to agree to before making public appearances.”
Before Flavor can stop him, Radin whips the sheet off the table and quickly scans it. He looks at me. “This, I would not sign.”
“Well, he can’t go on TV then,” says Flavor.
Radin rips the paper in half and lets it fall to the floor. “Mr. Dixon, why don’t you come to Moscow and appear on Russian TV then? If you are free to go, my plane is waiting.”
Out of the corner of my vision I spy Flavor about to lose his shit as he’s about to be the epicenter of an international incident. “That’s not necessary…if I can have Mr. Dixon’s word that he won’t expose any state secrets, the form won’t be necessary.”
Part of me wants to just flip him the bird and march on out with Radin and fly back to Russia downing vodka and eating caviar. But I know it’s all a show.
If Radin had his way originally, I’d be a dead man. He’s a calculating statesman that’s risen to the top in the most backstabbing political environment there is. His last opponent literally tried to use a nuclear bomb to get him out of office.
I don’t know if Flavor is being a dick because he wants to, or if it’s his job to do all the dick things his boss doesn’t want to be associated with. Either way, I get the value of having the President slap my back and call me a hero. Even if it is a complete fraud.
I won’t give Flavor his promise, but I manage a compromise. “I’ll play nice.”

Six
Down to Earth

As I reach across the table and grab a petal off an Outback Steakhouse Bloomin’ Onion and dip it into the sauce, my mother shakes her head at me.
“David, why are you wearing that hat and those ridiculous sunglasses indoors? It’s already dark enough in here.”
“He thinks it makes him look cool,” says my Dad as he butters a thick piece of bread.
“Trust me, it’s better if I keep them on.”
“Can I get you any refills?” asks the waitress.
“Have you met my son, the astronaut? Maybe you saw him on TV?” says Dad, trying to embarrass me.
She stares at me and scrunches her nose. “Is that on HBO? Because I only get Netflix.”
“No. It’s a web series,” I reply.
“Oh.” She looks at me like I just burped the alphabet and walks away.
“Sorry, big shot. Your fifteen minutes are up,” replies dad.
I point to my stomach. “You know. I was actually shot.”
“Don’t say ‘you know,’” admonishes my mother. “And the doctors said it missed all your vital organs.”
“I was shot in space. In a shoot out with Russian terrorists.” My voice begins to rise like I’m a teenager.
Mother inspects her silverware for the twelfth time. “Well, you always wanted to be an astronaut.”
“He was going to be a school teacher,” my Dad points out.
Mom’s voice grows very cold. “Don’t remind me.”
She’d gotten me a job in her school district. A job I quit weeks later when I found out iCosmos was going to hire me as a human guinea pig with the chance of being an astronaut.
She drops her knife on the table. “All of our students were watching when you launched. If I’d known you were going to be pulling some stunt, I wouldn’t have done that.”
“Mom, my friends died up there.”
“Well, that’s too bad. But weren’t you always saying what a hard-ass Bennet had been towards you?”
I stare at the table and think about the complex relationship I had with him. “He was trying to prepare me for the worst.” And the worst happened.
“Maybe if you…” she starts to say.
“Don’t even go there.”
I can see Dad is still trying to figure out all the loose ends. “I still don’t understand why they chose you. You never expressed any interest in the military or working for the government.”
“What are you talking about? I tried to join the Air Force and the Navy.”
“Yeah, but that was only because you wanted to be a pilot and meet girls,” says Mom.
“There’s not a lot of women in the vacuum of space,” I reply.
“Stop being a sexist.”
I can’t even. “The zero-gravity shootout was easier than this.”
“It wasn’t zero-gravity. It was micro-gravity,” Mom replies. “And I think you’re exaggerating.”
I let the conversation drop and eat my salad. When our entrees come to the table, Dad looks up from his plate.
“The Sullivans are going to Europe for vacation.”
“I went to space,” I mumble.
“What was that?” asks Mom.
“I think that’s great.” I’m not even sure if I know who the Sullivans are. My parents have moved twice since I left home and I have no idea who their neighbors are.
“When are you going back to space?” asks Mom.
“I don’t know. I’m on indefinite leave.”
“They’re probably not too happy that you stole one of their rocket ships,” she replies.
“Probably not, Mom.”
“What else have you thought about doing?” asks Dad.
“Uh…I don’t know. I was kind of hoping that I might be able to keep piloting or work on the US/iCosmos station.”
Mom suddenly gets interested in the conversation. “I saw a documentary about that the other day. I had no idea how big it was going to be.” She turns to my father. “Over a thousand people could live on it at one time. And it’ll spin, creating artificial gravity.” She looks back to me. “That would be great if you could work up there.”
“Finally, I’ll get your approval.”
“We’ll see,” she replies then cuts into her chicken.
“Don’t listen to your mother. We are proud of you, David.”
Mom swallows a bite. “If I wasn’t proud of you I wouldn’t have had all the televisions in the school district watching your launch.”
It’s a trap. That may sound like a compliment, but wait for it…
“But we saw how that turned out.”

Seven
Severance

I’m in yet another conference room, this time outside Orlando, Florida, where iCosmos has their main headquarters. It’s been three weeks since the…incident. I’m waiting to find out when my employer is going to let me fly again.
“What you did was…outstanding,” says Peter Kaufman, the silver-haired chairman of the board of directors for iCosmos. “I can’t imagine many people standing up and doing what you did under the circumstances you were under. Of course…if we had known…maybe things could have turned out differently.”
He means the death of Peterson and Bennet. He also means the reputation of iCosmos.
His understanding of the lie is that I had been recruited along with my deceased crew mates for a top secret mission orchestrated by the CIA and the Office of Naval Intelligence. A mission so secret, only a handful of people could know and the only way to pull it off was commandeering iCosmos vehicles.
The reality was that the only way we were able to pull this off was with the help of the man sitting opposite Kaufman, iCosmos CEO and founder, Vin Amin.
Amin is noticeably silent. He can’t let the role he played in all this get out. Already a bit of a “loose canon,” he’s nearly lost control of the company twice. In both cases Kaufman intervened and rallied together a collection of Silicon Valley billionaires to keep the enterprise afloat.
“We’re working with the government to figure out how we’ll recoup the costs for the damage done to the Unicorn capsule. It was only through an act of mercy that the Brazilians didn’t try to claim that and then sell it to the Chinese or whoever,” says Kaufman.
“There’s been some talk of no-bid contracts,” says Amin, trying to salvage the situation.
“Right.” Kaufman turns back to me. “As noble as this was, and how grateful we are that iCosmos was able to play such an important part in averting a potential disaster, we still have to do some repair to our reputation.”
“Repair?” I reply. You think they’d be proud of the fact one of their employees stopped World War III — okay, maybe I’m laying it on a bit thick, but still.
“Fifty percent of our customer base is foreign companies. They have understandable concerns about corporate espionage. The fact that we had three government operatives working inside iCosmos without our knowing is…well, something that makes them uncomfortable.”
I point to the ceiling. “You’ve got an office of FAA people right in this building.”
“Yes. But they’re supposed to be here.”
“Okay, what about, what’s her name? Mindy Gallagher over in payload compliance? We all know she’s an undercover FBI agent whose job is to get a look at anything that’s sent up by a foreign company.”
Kaufman’s jaw goes slack for a moment. While ratting out someone else isn’t my preferred strategy, I’m forbidden by threat of imprisonment from explaining to him that I was never a government operative.
“Any personnel working here in a government capacity have to be approved by a board member with an appropriate security clearance. You were not. This isn’t directed at you, but the Feds went around us.”
“There was a time constraint…from what I understand,” says Amin, making his best feeble attempt to point out the situation.
Poor Amin. I can see that this is killing him. He’s a flake and an oddball, but he’s also a straight shooter. He may exaggerate his version of reality to get a point across, but he’s not a liar. Watching me have to cover for him is torturing him.
“My point is, Dixon, that we can’t have someone here serving two masters,” Kaufman replies.
“Except the FAA folks, Gallagher and whoever it is that sold our thruster control system and spacesuit tech to the Chinese,” I shoot back and hit my foot.
If I’m trying to fly again, my mouth just screwed me over.
“We can’t retain anyone working for an outside agency without approval from the board or a court order. This was in your contract with iCosmos.”
Damn. This isn’t about letting me go up in space again. This is about firing me.
I think through the terms of what Flavor and the other spooks told me. It’s a weird position to be in where telling the truth will send you to Federal prison.
I’m sure technically I could have a lawyer fight the government on my behalf and remove any gag orders. But there’s the chance I’ll lose and have them as enemies. You don’t want enemies that have black sites for people they disagree with. Been there, done that.
“I’m no longer working as a special operative,” I reply. “My dedication is and always has been the furthering of the iCosmos mission. There were extenuating circumstances.”
“Circumstances that would have damaged the US/iCosmos station and possibly grounded us forever,” says Vin, trying to defend me.
Kaufman nods. “I understand that. But our policy is there for a reason. If your intelligence agency employers put in a formal request, we would do our best to abide by it.”
I choose my words carefully. “I don’t have any intelligence agency employers. I am not currently a government employee, consultant or anything.”
“This may be correct, but you signed a document to that effect when you came to work for us. That document also states that you have to notify us of any change in that status through appropriate channels.”
“So that’s it? I’m done here?”
“It’s policy, David. Neither Vin nor I have the authority to say otherwise.”
Yeah, and all he has to do is put his finger on the speakerphone by his elbow and call four other board members and it’s changed.
But he won’t.
Kaufman isn’t a bad guy, from what I know. His job is to present authority and accountability. If iCosmos looks like a puppet for the CIA or whomever, it affects their mission. This isn’t a company about rockets. It’s dedicated to sending humanity to the stars. Not just Americans. Everyone.
“So you need me to resign?”
“Yes…that would be easiest.”
The alternative is to quietly let me go and hope the press thinks that it was all part of the plan.
“Okay.”
“We’ll give you our standard severance package, even though you’re not entitled to it…technically. I’m not sure what compensation your government employers provide you, but between them that should give you enough time to find employment elsewhere.”
Sure it will. Maybe I’ll take an imaginary cruise with my imaginary government check while I assess the job offers I’m going to get after being let go by the biggest name in space because they didn’t trust me.
Stop it, David. Bennet and his son both died. His grandchildren lost a dad and Peterson’s fiancé has to send out cancellation notices for a wedding.
Remember, you’re the lucky one.

Eight
Jettison

Laney Washburn waves me away as I walk around my truck to open up the passenger side door for her. She steps out, places a slightly shaky foot on the ground and manages to make her way towards the tailgate.
“It’s not a feminist thing,” she says, pulling herself onto the bed next to me.
“I figure you’re in training,” I reply.
“Something like that.” She wipes a few strands of hair out of her eyes as the Cape wind blows across the bay.
When I first met her two months ago, she was a space blogger covering my launch. Colored streaks in her hair, glitter-covered shirt, she approached space with all the enthusiasm of a teenager with a pop idol crush.
Her personality was big and loud, the crutches she used to get around because of her MS seemed like just one more affectation.
She’s a pretty girl with straw-colored hair. In some ways she’s far more mature than her twenty-three years, in others she has a child-like vulnerability about her.
“I miss the colored hair,” I say, realizing she looks rather…um normal.
“It was a phase.” She glances down at a notification on her phone. “T-minus two minutes.”
Across the waterway stands an iCosmos Monoceros rocket. The very, very big brother to the Alicorn I road into space, this is the heavy-lift rocket they use to send up space station parts and NASA’s deep space hardware.
From here it’s still a tiny speck. But in just over a minute it’ll light up the afternoon sky as it sets fire to millions of gallons of methane, sending it into orbit.
“What’s onboard?” I ask.
“US/iCosmos parts, I think.”
“You think? I thought you had the inside track?” Last time we spoke she’d been offered a job at iCosmos in their astronaut program.
“I didn’t take the offer,” she says, staring across the bay.
“What? Vin promised me astronaut track for you.”
“And that’s what he offered.” She shakes her head. “I want to go into space, but not like that.”
“As an astronaut?”
“As a charity case.”
“Laney, you’re more qualified than anybody I know. You’re the reason we pulled off the mission. I can’t believe it.”
“I want to go because I belong there, not because somebody gets to feel good because they checked off some charity case checklist. When you went to the K1 space station the last time, would you have wanted me as your wingman?”
“Yes,” I reply without hesitation. “Basically, you were.”
“Okay…going back to when you had to ditch the Unicorn and bail out. What would have happened if that was left to me?”
“That was a rather unusual situation.”
“And that’s what being an astronaut is about. Being mentally and physically capable of handling those situations. I don’t want to be…”
“Cargo?” I point to the Monoceros. “Most of the people who are going to go up in that thing are cargo.”
“But they have a purpose. They’re going up to build the US/iCosmos station. I just don’t want to be a token.”
A bright ball of fire erupts from across the bay and starts to ascend towards the sky as the Monoceros begins its journey to space.
“I think you’re being ridiculous. Somebody has to go first.”
“There have been plenty of people with disabilities in space. I want to work there and be an asset.”
“Trust me, you would be.” I get the feeling she’s holding something back.
The noise of the blast rolls across the water and fills the air.
“Wait? Is this about me being let go?” I say over the roar.
Laney keeps watching the rocket as it breaks through a cloud layer. “It’s complicated.”
“Now you’re really being ridiculous.”
She turns to me. “Fuck them, David. After all you did, they let you go.” I can see the hurt I her eyes.
“They didn’t have a choice.” I didn’t tell anyone why I left. I just let the official statement that I had completed my purpose there stand.
“You sat in a room with two billionaires and they kicked you to the curb, after you risked your life to protect everything they had.”
“I did it more for selfish reasons.”
She grabs my arm and puts her head on my shoulder. “Is this okay?”
“It’s terrible.”
“What are you going to do now?”
“I’m weighing my options.”
“And those are?”
“What are you, my mother?”
“Just your concerned kid sister.”
“Good way to friend zone me.”
She lifts her head up and looks me in the eyes for a moment. “You’re not datable material right now.”
“The whole unemployed thing. I get it.”
“No. I mean the whole, you don’t know what to do with your life thing.”
“I thought that was being an astronaut pilot. Now that’s been taken away from me.”
“I thought you said you had options?”
“Uh, well. I sent out some inquiries.”
“How’d that go?” she asks.
“People thought it was a joke. Although SpaceTech expressed interest.”
“The vocational school in Orlando? I thought that was a scam for aimless kids with rich parents?”
“Well, at least I’m an expert on aimless. They have plenty of former NASA astronauts on their staff. And space vocational training is becoming a big thing. Hey, didn’t Markov mention offering you a job?”
“Yeah. I’m just not sure if I want to work with a master spy. It’s difficult enough to keep my mouth shut about what we did.”
The only public statement about Laney was that she consulted with the intelligence team about certain space-related background information.
There’s a howler for you. If anyone deserves credit for this succeeding, it’s her. She’s the only reason I’m alive.
I lean over and kiss her on the forehead.
“What was that for?” she says.
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to violate your boundaries. I was just remembering that time I was stuck in space with a nuclear weapon strapped to my chest and I thought I was going to die — until you figured out how to remotely operate the DarkStar.”
“Oh, that. I’ll excuse this transgression as long as it’s of a platonic nature.”
“Don’t worry. I won’t try to get to first base until I’m a little less aimless.”
“Let’s hope that doesn’t take too long.”
I see a smile form in the corner of her mouth.
This girl. This woman. This amazing woman. One little variation in her genes and she has to go through life worried that every guy sees her with pity and not for who she is.
She’s cute, real cute. The kind of cute I’d flirt with if I met her randomly. But she’s had to deal with guys saying things about her condition like, “I’d still hit that,” as if it was a compliment. Hell, I’ve thought that several times.
What I suspect Laney really wants is the same thing we all want; to be accepted as the whole package. Not to be used just for the appealing factors.
“Want to stay and watch the first stage come back down?” she asks as I put an arm around her shoulders.
“I’ve go no place to go,” pulling her close. “I can wait for the second one too…”

Nine
Truth

The classroom resembles something JJ Abrams had his production designer come up with. There’s a full video wall behind me, screens all around the classroom and a state of the art projection system on the ceiling. The whole school is designed to make parents feel good about writing large checks so their kids can be part of “the big future in space.” It’s a far cry from the blackboard and sparse warehouse where Halston Bennet explained the fundamentals of astronautics to me in the early days of iCosmos.
Looking around the classroom of college-aged kids in their SpaceTech polos, I see a few that might actually make it into some space-related career. But the majority of them were aimless students in high school and couldn’t get into any of the more serious academic programs. They’re going to come out of here thinking that their diploma is going to mean something to iCosmos, SpaceX or Blue Origin.
Hell, I went through one of the best aviation programs in the country and still got looked down on because I never flew for the military or NASA.
They brought me in as a special lecturer — really just a trial run to see if I worked out. So far, not so much. I knew things were off to a bad start when the students kept asking about warp drives and teleporters the first day.
Only three out of forty knew who Yuri Gagarin was. None of them had a clue who Alexei Leonov was or the importance of Apollo 8.
I’m in the middle of explaining the significance of that mission — the first time humans left Earth orbit and orbited another body — when a hand shoots up.
I used to love questions in classroom visits. Here, I’ve begun to dread them.
I point to the young man with dark curly hair and hipster glasses. “Yes, Gabe?”
“You were shot in space, right?”
“We were talking about orbital insertion.”
“Right. Right. Yeah. So, uh, I saw some video on the Internet that poked all kinds of holes in the Reynolds Report.”
Great. The Reynolds Report was the name of the Congressional inquiry into the K1 affair and became the government’s official position. Admittedly, it’s filled with a lot of half-truths, it’s become a ripe target for conspiracy theorists; so called K1 Truthers. Now it looks like Gabe is among them.
“I can’t really talk about the incident. Let’s get back to talking about velocity and insertion windows.”
“Well, this video said that you couldn’t have got the bullet wound outside the station because bullets need air.”
I can see the other students have woken out of their stupor to listen to the discussion. “I wasn’t shot by a musket, Gabe. How do rockets work in space?”
“Uh, rocket fuel?” he replies, as if it’s the dumbest question in the world.
“Just fuel? So if I light it up it’ll explode?”
“Um, no. You need oxygen.”
“Correct. An oxidizer. Bullets have their oxidizer inside the ammo.”
I think this is about to shut him down, but realize I fell into some kind of argumentative trap he thinks he’s set for me as he turns a page in his notebook.
“Okay. Then how come Newton’s First law of Thermodynamics didn’t apply here?”
“Well…Gabe, there is no such thing as Newton’s First Law of Thermodynamics. He did have laws of motion, which were adapted by Celsius and others to describe different kinds of systems. I think you mean Newton’s Third Law about every reaction causing an equal and opposite reaction.”
“Yes. That’s it. So you know it?” he asks, oblivious to my response.
“Yes. I’m a pilot and an astronaut. It’s sort of the most important thing for me to know. May we move on?”
“Wait, wait, so if they shot at you with enough force to poke a hole in you, why didn’t they fly off into space?”
“For one, we already were in space. Second, the rifles and handguns they used had special recoil chambers designed to minimize the backwards pressure. Third, when they fired, or I did, we braced ourselves against something. This is all in the Reynolds Report. Have you actually read it?”
“Mostly…”
“So, no.”
I watch his hand go under his notebook. “But you stand by everything in it?”
Okay, something funny is going on here. I walk over to his desk and flip over his notebook. His phone has an audio recorder app running.
“Are you recording this?” I ask.
“Um…I’m just taking notes for class.”
“Great. Hopefully it’ll help your grades.” I leave the phone where it is and return back to the front of the classroom.
“By show of hands, how many of you really want to work in space?”
Everyone raises an arm into the air.
“Okay, how many of you are willing to do anything that it takes?”
Most of the hands are still up.
“Great. Here’s my advice. Quit this school. Get your tuition back. Go to a community college, get straight A’s, go to a good state school, study science or engineering and then either go to work in the Navy, the Air Force or get a graduate degree. Along the way, get a pilot’s license, learn to scuba dive and volunteer for every space related project you can.”
A girl in the back raises her hand and says, “I thought this was the easiest path.”
I shake my head. “Right now, space is not for people looking for the easy path. Get rich or wait for space tourism to get cheaper and then go.”
* * *
Two hours later I’m in the dean’s office, Miriam Caldwell, a former NASA official, who to her credit, while never having gone into space, successfully ran training in Houston for several years.
“David, you can’t say stuff like that.”
I knew this was coming and had already put all my personal items from my cubicle in my backpack. “I’m sorry. I’ll send you the grades and my class notes.”
“While it’s not like any of those students are actually going to take you up on your advice — if they were that motivated, they wouldn’t be here. I have to let you go for another reason…” Her voice drifts off.
“It doesn’t matter. We gave it a shot.”
“No. You need to know. We’ve had some…concerns from parents. While most of them are thrilled that you’re part of our faculty…”
“Others are not. They still think I’m a terrorist or a target.”
“And there’s the whole Reynolds Report. It’s become such a political issue right now. Maybe when things settle down a little bit we can have you back?”
I force a smile and thank her for the chance.
To be honest, I’m relieved. I was finding it hard to care as a teacher — which is the worst trait an educator can have.

Ten
Deep Six

The sound of the regulator is strangely soothing. It shouldn’t be. I’m 100 feet underwater in a sinkhole in the middle of Florida, all by myself, if you don’t count the two archeological robots sifting through the water, slowly vacuuming away sand and dirt as I babysit.
What should be even more disturbing is the reason I’m even down here. While the robots are very good at cautiously digging through the archeological site, having already discovered a human jawbone, they’re not so good at defending themselves from the giant catfish that is agitated by their presence.
“How’s it going, David? Any sign of Monster Matilda?” asks Dr. Nicole Suarez over the radio.
“No sign, so far,” I say into the helmet radio. “I think she’s planning her best approach to attack me.”
I’m only half kidding. Matilda outweighs me and she’s a protected animal. My only weapon down here — the only one I’m allowed to use — is a fish club to push her away, should she show up.
Nicole had been a friend from college. We’d hung out a few times when we both ended up in Florida, but not much else beyond that.
A couple weeks ago she reached out to me and offered me a job. Although she pleaded ignorance about my current situation, I think she heard it through the grapevine that I was having a difficult go of things after the K1 Incident.
People generally assume that I’m still working for the government — which I never was. Or that I made some movie deal and I’m about to be fabulously wealthy as some Australian actor plays me on the big screen.
While I’ve heard word of some film adaptations, I’m not involved and can’t be because of the gag order. Which is just as well. I don’t think the producers would want me there saying the guy playing me needs to act more terrified and cower a lot.
So here I am, helping Nicole uncover an archeological site that predates the end of the last ice age. The bones and artifacts we’ve found so far come from 7,000 years ago when the water level in Florida was three hundred feet below where it is today.
As Ariel, the robot with the red cover, sucks away the dirt, another yellow human molar comes into view. Nicole is already on the shore looking at the shape of the teeth and comparing them to existing records, trying to map out the early inhabitants who lived here.
Being in a burial site almost 8 millennia old, kind of puts things in perspective. Julius Caesar, The Egyptian empire, even Sumer, were in the far distant future when this person died.
While engineers lay down the framework for the giant US/iC station two hundred miles overhead and people go about their work on a dozen smaller government and private stations, it makes me wonder what the world will be like in just a hundred years.
Things are moving so fast. I feel like I’m missing out.
I feel a current hit my back and spin around. There’s just a murky cloud of mud.
She’s out there…
I turn around as Matilda makes a run at Ariel. I reach out with the baton and tap the catfish on the nose when she gets close.
She freezes, letting her mouth hang open, and stares at me, trying to figure out my deal.
“Go away!” I say inside my helmet, hoping that it will somehow carry through the water and magically translate for her.
“You okay?” asks Nicole.
“Just having a staring contest with Matilda.”
The fish grows bored then goes somewhere to sulk. And I genuinely feel bad about the whole encounter.
“My friends at Fish & Wildlife say it’ll only take two or three taps and she’ll stay clear.”
“Have you considered a scarecrow?”
“I can’t think of anything she wouldn’t eat.”
“So you send me?”
“You come highly qualified.”
Oh, brother. My job is to literally protect robots from a fish so they can do the real work.
* * *
I take my time going back to the surface, making sure I don’t get the bends. It’s dark when I finally reach shore. One of Nicole’s grad students, Kyle, a suntanned Floridian with a surfer’s vocabulary, hands me a Starbuck’s coffee.
“Heard you had it out with Matilda,” he says.
“I explained my boundaries. We’ll see how it worked out.”
“Oh…” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a business card. “Some guy came looking for you. Wants you to call him ASAP.”
“Out here?”
Kyle shrugs and starts to help me out of my gear.
After toweling off my hands, I take a look at the card. It’s as nondescript as you can get. Just a name, Jameson Willis, a Virginia phone number and a company; The Penumbra Institute.
It’s what’s on the other side that’s really interesting. In neatly written letters it says, “Markov said you might be able to help us out.”
Markov, the Russian spymaster who defected to the West and is probably the most well-connected man in the intelligence community.
His recommendations aren’t taken or given lightly.
I’m sure The Penumbra Institute is anything but academic.

Eleven
Insiders

Markov’s only comment on Penumbra was that I should hear what they had to say. A man known for his discretion and integrity, I took him on face value and agreed to let them fly me to Virginia business class, put me up in a nice hotel and give me a per diem more than what I made a week protecting underwater robots from catfish.
I tried doing a little research into the Institute and could only find a few mentions of them helping organize some conferences on obscure academic topics relating to cryptography and neuroeconomics, which leads me to the conclusion that it’s a front for some intelligence agency.
There are hundreds of think tanks and organizations that get their funding from the CIA, NSA, NSO, DIA and the Pentagon. They’re intended to work on problems or provide assessments that require considerable civilian involvement or are just so secret they can’t be associated overtly with any government intelligence agency.
I’m picked up at the airport in a private car and driven to an industrial park on the outskirts of Washington D.C. Between the guards at the gate, the ones in the lobby and the man waiting for me by the elevator on the seventh floor, clearly concealing a gun under his blazer, this is definitely a spook operation.
After being buzzed in through the lobby door, I’m escorted down a wood paneled hallway by a friendly receptionist who manages to be cordial without saying a thing that tells me what this is about.
Photos of smiling children from around the world line the walls — the kind you’ll find in any non-governmental organization. I guess it’s more relaxing than pictures of killer drones and tactical aircraft getting ready to bomb a village. Not that it means anything about their real intent.
I’m led into an interior conference room through a double-set of doors — a clear indication this is a bug-proof room. Otherwise, we’d be near a window, or at least in sight of one.
Waiting for me around the conference table are six other people. The woman at the far end stands up and smiles. “Mr. Dixon, thank you so much for joining us. I’m Beth Saul. This is George Ozuki, also from Penumbra. And joining us is Claire Russel and Victor Reyes from a different group.”
I like how she said, “different group,” without specifying anything. I also notice that there are no name tags on anyone. I read somewhere that foreign agents would steal the trash out of garbage cans outside intelligence agencies and embassies to look for the stick-on name tags that have become so popular in government buildings.
“Hello,” I reply, then take an empty seat.
Everyone else has binders and multiple coffee cups and water bottles in front of them. I get the impression this has already been a very long session.
All the way here I’ve been trying to guess what this is about. My best hypothesis is that they got hired to work on some kind of space policy paper and want my input so they can come up with a future strategy that will be ignored by whatever agency requested it.
The door opens behind me and someone else enters the room. I turn around and see Kevin Flavor, my CIA antagonist. Wonderful.
“Hey, David!” he gives me a friendly handshake like we’re old pals then takes the seat opposite me.
I’ve sat in conference rooms like this with him before. When I went through all the various debriefings about the K1 Incident and the Reynolds Report testimony, he was there as a minder to make sure I didn’t stray from the official party line or divulge anything I shouldn’t.
And now he’s here to babysit me. On the plus side, I’m less afraid that I’ll say something to these quasi-spooks I shouldn’t and get hell for it later. I know Flavor will be happy to jump in and tell them I can’t answer that.
“Now that everyone is here, let’s get down to business,” says Saul.
She presses a button on her laptop and an image of a satellite with solar panels on either side fills up the screen. “This is the GRD satellite. It’s used for military communications and can be tasked to rapidly change orbit to assist in data uplinks in conflict areas. We had 23 of them until five days ago. This one, number 17, had been experiencing a series of malfunctions since launch and could never reach a stable orbital position. The satellite was put on a de-orbital trajectory so it could burn up over the atmosphere, which it did. Only there was an anomaly. Victor, would you care to explain?”
Victor Reyes turns towards me because I’m obviously the only one who has no idea what this is about. “I supervise the GRD satellites. Normally we just check a satellite’s trajectory and make sure there’s nobody in the path in case not all of it burns up in the atmosphere as it de-orbits. Standard protocol is to pull in the solar arrays so it enters the atmosphere with a greater velocity and has a higher chance of disintegrating. I wanted to run some tests to see which systems failed first and was monitoring all the data from 17 as it began its de-orbit.
“Two peculiar things happened. The first was that it broke up four hours before our projection. Which isn’t uncommon by itself, but I’d been very closely tracking telemetry and atmospheric conditions. Other than massive sensor error, this seemed unusual.
“After this happened, I went through the sensor information and noticed a peculiarity. Our solar panels have special instruments for reading different wavelengths of light.” A slide appears on the screen showing a light spectrum. “You’ll notice there’s a very sharp cluster of dots in the ultraviolet section to the left. If this had been some kind of cosmic ray discharge or atmospheric effect, we’d see an elevated energy level across the graph. But we don’t.” He stares at me, waiting for me to draw my own conclusion.

Twelve
Target Practice

I look around the room as everyone waits for me to fill in the blanks. “You’re saying it was shot down?”
“Precisely. Because 17 was about to be destroyed, it may have provided a perfect opportunity for a foreign power to test a space-based system,” says Saul.
“Why risk it? Shooting down another country’s hardware seems like a way to start a war,” I reply.
“True. But strategically, the circumstances provided an interesting opportunity for them. Because the satellite was in the process of rapid de-orbiting, it was highly unlikely we would even notice it took place.”
“But you did…”
“Yes. We suspect they thought the risk was worth taking because of another factor. The GRDs are very heavily shielded from this kind of thing — or at least are intended to be. They play such a vital role in battlefield communications, they’re the first thing you’d want to take off the chessboard. If you were an entity that wanted to see if your tech could take one down, this was the ideal opportunity.”
“And they did…”
“Yes. It would seem so. We want to know by whom and how.”
“And I’m here, because?”
“We have questions. You have experience with space-based lasers.”
“I guess you could call it experience.”
“We’ve read the reports, David, but could you fill us in?”
I look across the table to my keeper, Kevin Flavor. Last time I was in a position to speak my mind, he threatened me with a trip to a Federal prison — ironically I was saved by the president of Russia.
“Go ahead, David. You can tell them everything.”
Huh? That’s a change. This must be serious.
“Well, for starters, when I left the Korolev — the K1 — in the Unicorn spacecraft I had to turn the heat shield towards them because they used some kind of laser to puncture my hull.”
“A chemical laser in their secure module,” says Claire Russel. She’s in her mid-thirties with jet black hair and has been watching me with very intense blue eyes since I entered the room.
“Yeah. I guess that’s what it was. Even with the heat shield blocking it, there was an energy spike. Thankfully I was able to get out of range. But then I had to change my trajectory because I was told the Russians, the ones that thought I’d stolen their cryptographic wafer, sent their kill sats to intercept me.”
“Those are their SRX8’s. They have a chemical oxygen iodine laser onboard and can be used for space and atmospheric targets,” she explains.
“So I take it you’re the laser expert?”
She gives me a faint smile. “Please continue. You had one other encounter?”
“Yeah. When I was in the 777 cockpit.” That I cough, stole… “I was targeted by a bright green laser that I believe was intended to blind me and cause me to crash.”
“That was probably a copper vapor laser aboard a Russian surveillance satellite. The optics would seem to be dual use.”
“I guess so. If I hadn’t been looking down at the time, I don’t think I’d be here. Anyhow, that’s my experience with lasers. I know more about being at the receiving end than the sending. So, I guess you can add yet another laser to the Russian’s arsenal.”
There’s silence in the room. A few people steal glances back to the head of the table where Beth Saul is seated.
She speaks up. “This is where it gets complicated. Victor, please explain.”
He points to a new slide on the screen. It shows a map of what look like satellites and orbital trajectories. “This is from a satellite array that I can’t tell you the name of. It’s at a much more distant orbit and monitors all the other satellites around the Earth. One of the sensor systems is designed to target specific satellites and monitor infrared energy output.” He aims a laser pointer at a bright burst. “We call this CS626. This was captured at the same time as the GRD experienced its malfunction. The line of sight is perfect and we can even see that the satellite changed its trajectory slightly to line up with 17.”
“Your smoking gun,” I reply.
“Yes. And it’s Chinese.”
“So the Russians aren’t the only ones with this kind of tech.”
“Definitely not,” says Russel with a smirk. But I get the impression she’s talking about the US.
“This is where it gets complicated,” says Saul. “Go ahead, Dr. Russel.”
She flips back to the spectrum slide and zooms into the cluster of dots above the UV section. “Crystal or dye-based lasers use impurities to finely tune them. It’s this variation in chemistry that gives them different properties. When it comes to solid-state lasers, there’s a seed that you start growing a crystal from. This requires a very precise recipe and growth strategy. The laser that hit the GRD was using an exotic Alexandrite crystal with a very, very specific formula. I believe that it’s one that I developed called Silver Glass.”
I can finally understand the anger that’s been under her surface. “They stole it from you?”
“We believe so,” says Saul. “But as Dr. Russel was explaining, each laser has its own fingerprint. While the instruments onboard the GRD were sensitive enough to detect the general category, they can’t tell us what seed stock they used.”
“Dumb guy, here. What does that mean?”
“It means that if we know precisely what formula their crystal is based on, we can pinpoint at what stage they stole Silver Glass from me,” says Russel.
“So…knowing that will help you narrow down the potential suspects…”
“Considerably,” replies Saul.
Flavor speaks up. “David, finding out how they stole it is very critical to our intelligence efforts. This person or persons could have access to a number of other technologies that are vital to our security.”
“Sounds like it. If there’s anything else I can tell you, just ask.”
All eyes are on me. I get the feeling I’m missing the elephant in the room.
Saul nods to me. “The only way to know for sure how they stole it is to have direct access to the laser onboard the Chinese satellite, CS626.”
“I see…oh hell no…” It just hits me. “Is that why you asked me here?”
“David, right now there’s nobody more experienced with this kind of operation than you.” She locks eyes with me, “And that’s why we need you to go back up.”

Thirteen
Laser Police

“Time out, people. Why the hell are you looking at me? Didn’t Admiral Jessup finally get funding for his little Space Ops group after the whole K1 Incident?”
“Yes, but this is the Federal government we’re talking about. Things take time,” says Saul. “Presently, we have no special operations division capable of handling this. And this is why we brought you here.”
This is nuts. “The Air Force and the Navy have hundreds of astronauts that have been through NASA and training programs at iCosmos and elsewhere. Hell, you’ve probably even got a few SEALS and special forces people that are space-qualified.”
Saul taps her computer. “Yes. We’ve been through lists of them. None of them have the experience you have.”
“Running away and almost getting killed?”
“You’ve been part of two tactical operations in space. That’s two more than any other living astronaut. Yes, we’ve got dozens of military personnel capable of fixing spy satellites, flying spacecraft and conducting other related operations — we’ve been doing that for over 50 years. What we don’t have is anybody with as much as experience as you in improvising and as wide of a knowledge about various equipment and procedures.”
It’s time to let the cat out of the bag. Flavor said I could be fully honest. “Did he tell you that I wasn’t part of the first mission? That I was just a passenger?
Saul nods her head. “Yes. I’ve read the internal report. In our mind, that just means you’re definitely the man for the job.”
“David, this could be good for you,” says Flavor. “There could be a permanent position for you. And you’d get to go back into space.”
“As what? Some contractor doing hazardous dirty work that may not even be legal?”
Victor speaks up. “This isn’t like the K1. The CS626 is an unmanned satellite. Nobody is going to be shooting at you.”
“Then why use me? I’m sure there are plenty of people on your list capable of doing this. What about Admiral Jessup’s Space Ops team? I’m sure he’s got a list of candidates.”
“He does,” says Flavor. “And do you know who he recommended hands down over everyone else? In fact, he wants to make you a part of the staff for Space Ops.”
“Me?”
“You,” replies Saul. “Listen, we’re not going to try to sell you on this. We know you’re capable. We think you have the right experience. If you can’t do it, just say so.”
“Guys as much as…”
Flavor holds up a finger to stop me. “One more thing to consider. This isn’t just a mission to peek inside a Chinese satellite and see if they stole a piece of our technology. Finding out when and how could help us identify who was involved. And that could lead us to Silverback.”
Silverback — the double-agent nobody has been able to identify who made the K1 Incident such a crisis. He’s also the reason Bennet, his son Tyler and Peterson are dead.
Flavor is trying to manipulate me. What he doesn’t get is it’s not necessary. Despite all my verbal protests, I was hoping all along that this was why I was being asked up here.
I can keep playing coy and pretending I wouldn’t do anything to get back up into space, but if this really is what they’re saying, just a high-altitude breaking and entering, then I’m on board.
“Well, David?” asks Saul.
“It’s not my intention to become some fancy private military contractor doing the government’s dirty work, but if you can promise me two things, I’ll do this.”
“And they are?”
“One, that this is what you say it is. Just having a look inside there. No guns. No killing.”
“We’re not hiring you as a soldier, David. You know the DarkStar and the Space Ops gear. You’re an astronaut and that’s what we want you to be.”
“Understood. Am I right to assume the Penumbra Institute, or whatever you are, is actually going to be the strategic arm of Space Ops?”
There’s a lot of staring in the room as nobody leaps in to tell me if I’m right.
“That would be likely,” Saul says finally.
“Then I want you to consider something. Don’t make Space Ops just some dark secret spy operation that only functions to do the dirty work. Somebody needs to be ready to respond if there’s a civilian crisis in space. We’ve already had some near misses. Last month the Japanese science lab had a gas leak and had to wait in their service module for three days to get help.
“We could have had support there in six hours. Everyone offered to help, but nobody was willing to take the same kind of effort we did with the K1 — and that only happened because Admiral Jessup was willing to risk his career to make that operation happen. If he’d done the same for the Japanese crew, he’d probably have been court-martialed.”
“We understand your sentiment, David. But it’s been difficult enough just to get funding for Space Ops just for national security purposes.”
“I can only imagine. I wouldn’t begin to tell you how to convince Congress to fund you, but consider this; why am I here? Because I’m the only one with practical experience. Experience that came from blundering my way through the K1 Incident. I had extreme on-the-job training. Wouldn’t it be better the next time something like the K1 happens, and there will be, that the people you send up have had actual experience in real operations and not just simulations? The Japanese accident would have been a perfect practice run for Space Ops.
“And I get that some of our equipment and methods should be kept secret. We don’t need to send a stealth craft up for civilian emergencies. But I don’t see a problem in letting our enemies know that we can get a spacecraft anywhere we need in orbit or on the ground in an hour.”
Saul is making some notes on a pad. “These are good points, David.” She looks to Flavor. “What does the CIA have to say?”
“Obviously we have to keep certain capabilities secret. I can see a certain optical advantage to what he’s suggesting. We’ll need to run it by Jessup and ONI as well as NASIC. But, yes. I think it makes a certain amount of sense.”
I don’t know if my suggestion is going to leave the room. At least I said it. I’m not sure where it came from. Partially I suspect out of the guilt I still feel for what happened with the K1 Incident.
“So, do we have a yes?” asks Saul.
“I have one more request…”

Fourteen
Infiltrator

Despite my noble intentions, there were only ever two deal breakers to me saying “yes” to this mission. The first was it involving any kind of combat. I’ve had enough for more than one lifetime. The second one is probably equally as important to me.
“This operation, I assume I’ll be using something like the DarkStar to gain access to the CS626?” I ask.
“Yes,” replies Saul. “Jessup will have the operational specifics. But we can’t have you observed as you approach the satellite.”
“Every 80 hours the CS626 goes into a reserve mode,” says Victor. “It stays that way for five hours as all the systems reset. It can’t transmit during that period. That would be when you’ll do your insertion.”
“Okay. Fine. More importantly, how would I be coming back down to Earth?”
If it’s the air mattress of death, I’m out of here. I’ll sit on the bottom of the sinkhole battling it out with Mighty Matilda until my old age before I ride another rubber raft down from space. It’s not just the fact that it should have killed me, that was the roughest, most painful ride of my life.
If you told me I had a choice between doing that again or letting Western civilization fall, I’d start reading up on making stone flints and moccasins.
“We have a better reentry plan for you this time.” Saul presses a button and an image of a satellite appears on the screen. “This is a Naval observation satellite that launched a week ago. It looks just like the other Ulysses-class birds, but it’s had all of the interior systems removed. We call it Night Bird”
A cross-section appears showing the inside. There’s a capsule that resembles the Unicorn-class I’m familiar with on one end and the bullet-shape of the DarkStar at the other — except this one is longer.
“Rather than design a habitat from the ground up, we put a spaceship inside a Ulysses-class satellite shell along with a DarkStar variant. You’ll take an iCosmos flight up on a Unicorn where it will dock with the satellite. From there, you’ll transfer to the DarkStar and use it to travel to the CS636. After you’ve made measurement of the laser onboard, you’ll take the DarkStar back to the Night Bird and return to Earth in the Unicorn. To any observers, it will appear that you’re doing a service mission on a Ulysses satellite.”
“And the Night Bird stays up there?”
“Yes. It’s a temporary fix until we can make something more permanent for Space Ops to function from.”
“Wait? Space Ops is going to be in space?”
“Eventually. We’re looking at building our own platform. We could shave our response time to under an hour to any point between low and geosynchronous orbit with the right spacecraft stationed there.”
“Holy cow, you guys are taking this seriously…”
Saul replies, “The K1 Incident was a wake-up call. Government is slow to move, but the reaction is serious.”
“Okay. So when are you looking to send me up?”
I start thinking of all the things I’ll have to do before I start training for a new mission. I’ll have to tell Nicole that I’ll be gone for a couple weeks at least and her robots are on their own.
“We have a charter jet waiting at the executive airport ready to take you to Canaveral,” says Saul.
“The next window for the CS626 is in twenty hours,” adds Victor. “We need to hit that or risk the Chinese sending a repair ship to there.”
“Seriously? You brought me up here to tell me that I don’t even have time to pack? What if I’d said ‘no’?”
“We’d start talking about financial inducement,” says Flavor.
“You’d try to buy me? Jesus, next time I’m not going to agree so easily. In any case, given the accelerated time frame, I have a support crew request.”
“You have Jessup as well as Captain Baylor,” says Saul. “They seemed to work well last time.”
“True. But I need one more person if you want me to pull this off.”
“And who is that?” asks Saul.
“Laney Washburn.”
“The civilian?”
“Yes. The civilian. Like me. She knows more about this hardware than anybody I’ve ever met.”
“I’ll be assisting,” says Victor.
“Me too,” Russel adds.
“Great. Glad to have you onboard. But I’ll also need the person who saved my ass in orbit and talked me down during Satan’s Whitewater Hell Ride.”
“Is this amenable to the CIA?” Saul asks Flavor.
“Washburn was a risky factor last time. She’s a professional journalist and not our ideal team member.”
“Hold up. She blogs about space from her bedroom because she hasn’t had a shot at going up herself. She’s kept her mouth shut about the K1 Incident out of patriotism. I was dragged kicking and screaming into doing my duty for country, while she jumped in willingly and was indispensable.”
“There are other factors…” Flavor’s voice trails off.
“Wait? Is this because she called out some pork barrel projects and caused someone’s funding to get pulled?”
“Some of the contractors we’re depending on to make Space Ops viable are a little frustrated.”
“Why the hell should they know who any of us are? And more importantly, why are you letting the greedy corporate snouts you’re feeding dictate personnel in a way that could adversely effect the mission?”
“Space Ops is going to be a multi billion-dollar endeavor. We need a lot of people to sign off on it. Sometimes that involves the art of compromise.”
“Fuck your art. How about the science of integrity? She kept her mouth shut despite her instincts to tell the world what happened.”
“David, is this a deal-breaker for you?” asks Saul.
I hadn’t thought of it that way until she said it. There’s something about how she inserted the suggestion that makes me think there might already be a conflict between her agency and the CIA.
“Yes. Yes it is. I have zero faith in the success of this operation or Space Ops if it starts out with such bullshit compromises.”
“Fine,” says Flavor. “She can be part of this operation. But I’m expecting full NDAs from the both of you.”
“No problem. Just send them to my Russian attorney.”
The look I get in return is priceless.

Fifteen
Chinese Knock-Off

The last time I set foot in this hangar was when I was sealed away inside the DarkStar and carried up the road to the iCosmos launch facility inside a replica of the Unicorn launch vehicle. A lot has changed since then.
There’s almost fifty people working here. Technicians are checking the spacesuits and communications systems. Engineers are working behind laser-shielding screens, supervising robots as they weld and assemble the next generation of hardware.
At one end of the hangar there’s an entire 3D fabrication shop that can make everything from rocket nozzles to skin-tight spacesuits.
It’s a far cry from several months ago when Admiral Jessup and Markov had to call in a skeleton crew of bandits to pull of our risky heist.
In front of me stands a mockup of our next mission: a replica CS626 hastily made from 3D printed parts and plywood. It looks good from far away, but up close the illusion is shattered when you see the painted wood and foam blocks.
The real detail went into the hatch and what they believe the interior looks like. The whole thing is the size of a bus and splits apart in the middle like a movie set.
“I wouldn’t fly in that, if I were you,” says a familiar voice.
I’d heard the squeak of Laney’s crutches on the concrete as she entered, but didn’t want to call attention to that.
“How’s it going, Menace?”
I turn around, expecting a smile, but all I see is a frown. “What the hell, David?”
“What?”
She raises an aluminum support and points to the fake CS626. “This.”
“It’s not the real thing, Laney.”
“I know that, dumb ass. What are you doing, going back up?”
“Um, my country needs me?”
She rolls her eyes at how lame that sounds. “A million active-duty military personnel and here you are again, the one person they ask to pull this off?”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence. Soon enough that won’t be the case. Besides, what the hell are you doing here?”
“Making sure you don’t get killed. Again.” She walks over to inspect the interior of the satellite. “Seems a little sparse.”
“We don’t exactly know what’s inside. This is just a guess.”
“Airlock on one side and this chamber here? Isn’t it a bit large? I mean this thing has almost as much interior space as Skylab.”
“It’s not that big.”
“There’s a full airlock. This thing is pressurized inside.”
I spot Russel and Baylor walking over. “Ask them.”
“What’s with the interior space?” asks Laney.
“Are you familiar with space-based laser systems?” Russel replies. “They take up a lot of room for power and cooling systems.”
“Okay. But why is it so big?”
Russel doesn’t seem to be very amused having to explain her area of expertise to a civilian. “So the technicians can work without pressure suits.”
“Got it.” She turns to Baylor. “So how do we know there isn’t some kind of burglar alarm or a defensive system that could kill David?”
“The system goes into a passive mode for several hours. Everything goes offline.”
“Everything that you know of…” Laney replies.
“Victor has been over the specs of the CS and all the related models. We’ve never heard of there being any kind of anti-theft countermeasures. The access hatch may have a physical lock, but we can use the DarkStar’s portable 3D printer to make a key if we need to.”
Laney geeks out a bit. “The new DarkStar has a 3D printer?”
“Yes. A small one that can print multiple materials in zero-g. It’s easier than trying to pack all the tools we might need.”
“Interesting.” Laney turns back to the CS626. “I assume this is powered by a reactor?”
Russel points to a small sphere at the opposite end from the airlock, just below the laser emitter. “The ring of cylinders are the capacitors.” She indicates a long tube. “This is the lasing chamber. We need Dixon to get access to here.”
“It seems awfully close to the reactor,” says Laney.
“It’s shielded.”
“To Chinese standards,” Laney interjects, “which are significantly less than even the Russian’s nuclear submarine ones.”
The tension is getting a bit intense. “I’m only going to be in there a little while,” I explain.
Laney waves her crutch at the CS. “We don’t even know what’s in here. It could be an extremely tight space.”
“The Chinese technicians managed just fine when they built the satellite,” says Russel.
“Have you seen their average military astronaut? Not the ones you see on TV, but the real grunts? None of them are much over five foot tall. They’re recruited from gymnastics programs.” She nods to me. “Have you looked at Big Foot over here? He probably weighs twice as much as one of them.”
“Hey! I’m in great shape,” I protest.
“Yeah, those shoulder presses are going to come in real handy as you try to shimmy through a conduit smaller than a mail slot.”
“Could I speak to you alone?” Baylor asks Laney, clearly frustrated by where this is going.
“Hold up,” I interrupt. “No need to take her to the principal’s office. Laney is onboard. She’s just pointing out some important details we need to be aware of. Right?” I stare at Laney.
“Yes. Of course. If he’s dumb enough to volunteer, the least I can do is make sure he stays safe.”
“Well, I am. And thank you Laney. We’re all glad you’re here.” I look back at Baylor and Russel. “The last thing we want to do is send me up without important details.”
“Victor is working on finding some more specs about the CS626,” says Baylor.
“Tell him to check out the SpaceFlightNow website,” says Laney.
“We’ve got the NRO and the NSA on this,” replies Russel. “I think we’re covered.”
“Oh. So you’ve seen the interior photos then?”
“Photos?” says Russel, surprised.
“Yeah. Some space geeks found a full-scale mockup, with quite a bit more details than this thing, in a scrapyard in Hainan. It’s what the technicians trained on before sending the satellite into space.”
Baylor exchanges a glance with Russel, then replies, “I think we’ll take a look into that.”
To Laney’s credit, she doesn’t even smirk. She waits until they depart then glares at me. “What the hell, David?”
“I’m just going to pop the hatch and have a look. And I get to ride back down to Earth in the Unicorn and land back on the pad like I’m supposed to. No mid-air bailouts. No reentry through the Devil’s Rectum. Just a civilized landing like a normal person.”
Laney doesn’t say anything. She just gives me a look that says volumes.
We both know that there’s no such thing as simple in my life.

Sixteen
Night Bird

I’ve been launched into space twice in my life. The first time an emergency alarm went off shortly after we reached orbit, which was just the beginning of a series of events that lead me to returning to space days later cramped inside a stealth spaceship that launched from a faux version of the spaceship I’m in now.
This time I have the Unicorn capsule all to myself. Unicorn X67. The “X” means that it’s a military mission and the flight plan a secret.
Of course, The Russians, the Chinese and anybody else with a telescope in orbit, which now even includes some state colleges, can watch the launch and see my ship as it docks with a military satellite.
What they don’t know — or at least I hope is the case — is that the Ulysses-class satellite I’m docking with is actually a Space Ops orbital platform hiding another Unicorn and the new DarkStar stealth ship.
Everything goes smoothly as the computer matches trajectory and brings me into a gentle linkup with the Night Bird.
“Who thought up that name?” asks Laney over the comm.
“I like it,” I reply.
“Yeah. Cause it sounds like some spy thing.”
“Well, um, newsflash.”
“Well, um, status update, isn’t the point of spy code names not to sound like something a spy would use? Which sounds more suspicious, Night Bird or Lily Pad?”
I unbuckle myself from my chair and drift over to the airlock. “I’m not launching a mission from “Lily Pad.” Besides, it’s called NB1 over the radio.”
“Okay, Nancy Boy.”
“Are you talking to me or the Night Bird?”
“You decide.”
I check the readout on the hatch. The other side appears fully pressurized, but I keep my helmet on in case the air has gone bad or there’s a sealing problem. It’d suck to be crawling halfway through the airlock and have the docking collar give way.
“Opening the X67 interior hatch,” I call into the radio.
“Affirmative,” says Baylor.
The upper hatch slides inwards, exposing the door to the Night Bird.
“I have visual with the NB1 hatch.”
“Okay, unlocking the NB1,” says Baylor.
To prevent anyone from doing what I’m going to attempt with the CS626, the only way into the Night Bird is by having someone on the ground visually confirm who is outside and then remotely unlock the door.
There’s a click behind the metal wall as the deadbolts retract. I grab the handle, give it a twist and push the satellite’s hatch.
It retracts back into the lower airlock and I’m looking down a small T-junction. To one end is the Unicorn module; the other leads to the DarkStar.
“I’m going to open the DarkStar hatch before transferring my equipment.”
“Affirmative,” says Baylor.
I pull myself through the small passage and towards the first airlock that leads to the DarkStar. An interior panel allows me to unlock it and gain access to the stealth ship hatch.
The back of the craft is covered in an energy absorbing paint that makes it impossible to see any details. Even the thrusters have vents that normally remain closed, making them radar invisible.
Fortunately, a new trick they added is red tracer light that glows when you get close to the ship.
The whole ship is less than four feet across and ten feet long. Just wide enough for you to slip inside in a spacesuit. While this one has more space than the first one, it’s already taken up by a 3D printer, extra fuel tanks and the equipment I’m going to load onboard.
If that doesn’t sound cramped enough, the alternatives are even more frightening. Back in the Space Ops prototyping lab I saw a rocket-assist pack for a spacesuit capable of taking someone from low Earth orbit to geosynchronous. Whereas the DarkStar works by basically turning the spare space in a rocket engine into a compartment, the added rocket-assist gets rid of the compartment entirely.
They’ve also got a new stealth spacesuit that looks as skintight as a wetsuit. I’m not sure how much protection that will provide from radiation and micro-meteorites and makes me worry that they consider astronauts disposable commodities.
You would think they would be using robots and drones for more of this kind of work right now, but the military has taken a sharp U-turn in their reliance in some artificially intelligent systems.
Rumor has it that the Russians and Chinese have been catching up quickly with the ability to hack these machines, developing their own super-computers for the specific purpose of battlefield infiltration. A little thing called “Rowhammer” has everyone spooked.
A couple years ago there was an attack on a US airbase by one of our own drones. Conspiracy theorists want everyone to believe it was a machine uprising. The cold hard reality is that some hacker, possibly working out of Beijing or Moscow found a back door and decided to test it.
For an Air Force general with a fleet of aircraft that’s overwhelmingly controlled remotely, or by AI, it’s a scary thought to realize the next Pearl Harbor could be your own planes bombing you.
Which I guess is I why I’m here, and not some construction robot like the kind they’re using to make the US/iC space station.
“How’s it going?” asks Laney.
“Contemplating why I’m here and not a robot.”
“Robots are expensive and smart enough to say ‘no’.”
“Right. Remind me to tell you about my last job when I get back.”

Seventeen
Sino Space

Last time I road a DarkStar it was like tearing through the cosmos on a space dragster. The acceleration was on the borderline between pass out and feel like you’re having sex with the universe.
This time the experience was much less intense. Previously, we were using the separation event from the second stage of the Alicorn booster as a mask for the launch of the DarkStark from its Unicorn shell.
Because the DarkStar II launches from a faux-satellite, a rapid launch is both unnecessary and unwise.
Instead, the DarkStar is ejected from the Night Bird like a pellet from an air rifle by filling up the chamber it sits in with compressed air and decoupling.
It’s a bit of jolt, to be sure, but more like the kind you experience if you’re sitting in a shopping cart and your friend gives you a shove.
The thrusters don’t turn on until I’m miles away from the satellite. And even then, they’re only opened up slowly.
The reason for this is because we assume the Night Bird is being watched by our opponents. If there was a sudden flash of rocket fire and something totally radar and infrared invisible came shooting out the end, the secrecy of the stealth spaceship would be shattered.
To this day, the Russians don’t know how I snuck aboard the Korolev space station. The public assumption, and the one we let leak, is that I traveled to there via a blacked out Unicorn that managed to sneak through their radar.
The Night Bird is one more means to protect the secret of the DarkStar. While from a technical point of view, the DarkStar isn’t all that sophisticated, the outer coating and shape they designed is extremely well-suited for stealth operations in space.
It turns out that ship was originally intended to be a space-based missile for taking out other orbiting platforms. Fun times. I’m in a missile.
To dock near the CS626, the DarkStar has to pull a very tricky maneuver of matching orbit and then getting a trajectory that brings it very close, but not use rocket thrust to slow down. This is so any Chinese spies watching their satellite on an infrared telescope don’t see a suspicious heat plume.
While the DarkStar does have compressed air jets that shoot out cold gas to make small position adjustments, there’s a very limited amount onboard. If I overshoot the CS626, the mission is a scrub.
If that’s not enough of a challenge, the DarkStar can’t use its onboard radar system to intercept the CS626. Bouncing radio signals off the hull of the satellite might let them know we’re coming. The DarkStar will have to rely on visual systems and a passive radar using other known sources — which isn’t nearly as precise.
And because the CS626 is in a sleep mode, there’s no transponder sending out a friendly beep we can track. Which technically makes the satellite a derelict piece of space junk.
More fun times.
Fortunately, this is all handled by the computer. So nobody gets to point any fingers at David if it all goes south. Although they’ll probably find a way to.
“How are you doing?” asks Laney over the comm.
“Watching the CS626 get bigger. You?”
“We have you on satellite.”
“This is a stealth ship. Shouldn’t you not have me on satellite?”
“We’re looking down as you cross the day side of the Earth. And we know exactly where to look.”
“Maybe I should paint a map of Tasmania on the roof?”
“That’ll work. Don’t worry, you’re still very radar invisible. If another satellite did aim in your direction and adjust for the right distance, you’d appear to be just another piece of space junk.”
“Another piece? Thanks. Dashboard says I’ll be near the CS626 in eight minutes. The thing is still in sleep mode, right?”
“Yes. I’ve been looking at Victor’s data and noticed a thermal peculiarity. It’s probably nothing. But the satellite appears to retain heat a little longer than something else that size with a similar function.”
“What does that mean for me?”
“It won’t be sub-zero inside there. But don’t go stripping off your spacesuit and bouncing around in your tighty-whities. There’s still radiation to consider. I’m assured by everyone here that it’s totally safe. Which is easy to say when you’re fifteen-thousand miles away from the source of radiation.”
“No worries. I’m a boxer-briefs kind of guy anyway.”
The DarkStar makes some small orbiting adjustments and the CS626 becomes a recognizable shape on my display.
I’m still a hundred meters away and will have to do a spacewalk to get there, but the tricky intercept part is done. Now it’s just a matter of using my suit jets to mosey on down there and pop the hatch.
“Ops, I’m in position. Getting ready to depressurize and open the hatch.”
“Proceed, Mongoose.”
There was a small discussion about what call signs to use. I wanted Captain Odyssey or Danger Blackheart. Laney suggested various species of egg-stealing rodents. We settled on Mongoose. I guess I’m okay with that.
I give myself a small push and float out of the back hatch of the DarkStar. The arrow-shaped nose is pointing directly down towards the CS626 and Earth.
Between the stealth coating of the spaceship and my spacesuit, anybody looking up should only see a bright shiny satellite and not the thieving pirate leaving his vessel.
My tether unspools from my waist as I drift away from the ship. To make my way to the CS626 I have a small compressed gas gun that will pull me along like Mary Poppins’ umbrella.
I give the gear bag strap a tug and it floats clear of the DarkStar. Inside is my lock picking tools and tanks of compressed gas I’ll need to infiltrate the airlock and not depressurize the whole thing.
“Making my way to the CS.”
“Roger that, Mongoose. Try to be quick about it. It’s not all about you,” Laney quips.

Eighteen
Puzzle Box

The first time I’m aware that anyone hijacked a rival government’s satellite took place in the early 1960s. The Soviets were sending one of their Lunik space probes on a world tour to show off the success of their space program. Some CIA operatives got a peek at the probe when it was at a Mexican museum and realized it wasn’t just a mockup, it was the real deal. When they tried to send some technicians to look at the thing, a 24-hour Soviet guard was there.
Not deterred, when the satellite was being shipped across Mexico, the CIA stopped the truck driver, took him to a hotel where there was probably plenty of alcohol maybe a señorita or two for company and had their technicians take the thing apart before sending it back with the driver to its next destination.
Of course, that was on Earth. I don’t know if I’m the first one to try satellite espionage in orbit. And if I pull this off right, nobody will ever know.
I just use one small jet of compressed air to send me towards the 626. No need to go in too fast and use up my rocket gun trying to slow down.
The satellite is a dark copper cylinder with a spherical airlock facing me and a cone on the other end. Two arrays of solar panels are spread out on either side like rectangular wings.
It’s interesting how each country’s hardware has its own look. While iCosmos and SpaceX tend to look twenty years ahead of NASA, they’re both in the same family and feel like someone trying to channel Star Trek. The Russian gear looks like it was made by twenty different plumbing companies. Chinese equipment, while early on was based on Russian designs, uses gold foil anywhere they possibly can.
I swing my legs out and make contact with the 626. Before I drift away, I let the rocket gun hang on its wrist strap and grab a tether from my waist and clamp it to the handle above the airlock.
“Ops, I’m connected to the CS.”
The hatch is covered in labels written in Chinese characters. My heads up display is able to translate them for me on the fly, but not taking any chances, we have a CIA linguist on the line watching my video feed.
“Everything appears like the mockup. Does our expert have anything to add?”
A new female voice speaks into the comm. “You’re looking good, Mongoose. Your augmented translations appear accurate to me. I’ll be standing by if you need anything.”
“Thanks. Checking the interior pressure now.”
There’s a small meter built into the door that shows if there’s any atmosphere inside the airlock.
“The needle is on zero. Proceeding with the lock.”
While the idea of someone trying to land on a satellite and do what I’m about to do is an utter absurdity, the Chinese were prepared for the contingency if the CS crashed on Earth and they didn’t want anybody getting immediate access if the thing miraculously survived.
Because the satellite is vulnerable to solar flares, computer problems and power issues, to the left of the hatch handle there’s a slot designed for a mechanical key. This is where one of the many cool tools attached to my belt comes in handy.
I place a handle-sized cylinder over the hole and press the button. There’s glow of red light underneath as it sends hundreds of shape-shifting metallic threads into the opening. They fill up the space then the red light changes to green. I give the handle a twist and feel the satisfying vibration of the lock releasing.
“I’ve unlocked the CS.”
“You sound down about it,” says Laney. “Are you upset you didn’t get to cut it open with the plasma torch?”
“Maybe…”
“Yeah, well, that plasma cutter of yours may look like a lightsaber, but on an infrared telescope, it’ll look like 3,000 degrees of hey-look-at-me. You have to assume they’re watching this satellite right now. We know they’re watching ours.”
When there was a discussion about which of our satellites we could aim at the CS626, Laney pulled out her phone and showed a real-time tracking app that showed all the spy sats in orbit and explained how easy it was to use another app to rent a space telescope for a live video feed of that trajectory.
While that would provide the detail of the NRO constellation we ended up using, it was a good reminder to the others in the room that civilian technology gap is almost negligible.
“Opening the hatch.”
I brace one hand on a rail and use the other to open the door to the CS. It swings open fairly easily, revealing the hollow sphere of the airlock.
“Entering the CS. Detaching the tether.”
I take the lifeline that connects me to the DarkStar and clamp it to the handle of the satellite, then shove my gear bag inside the chamber.
“Closing the hatch.”
I pull the door shut and give the handle a twist. I have a moment of panic at the thought that I could have just locked myself inside. That wouldn’t be a total loss. They’d have to let me use my lightsaber then…
“Hatch closed. Can you read me?”
“Perfectly, Mongoose. Please keep an eye on your radiation sensor.”
“Will do…” I freeze as I notice the green bars are more yellow. “It’s green and yellow.”
“That’s not good. Hold on. Talking to the doc.”
While I wait, I check the pressure gauge on the inner airlock dock. It’s at one atmosphere.
Back in the Gemini and Apollo days they’d get away with a lower pressure atmosphere by increasing the oxygen. While this saved on structural materials, it made for a very dangerous working environment that killed three US astronauts, one cosmonaut and almost ended the lives of several others.
Now the standard operating procedure in space is to keep any environment where people are going to be at one atmosphere with the standard mix of oxygen and nitrogen.
This is also common practice for unmanned equipment where you want your computer and other hardware working in an environment roughly equal to what you have on ground.
“Okay, David. You can proceed. But keep an eye on the readout. It’s probably going to get hotter in there. We recommend putting your visor down so you’re shielded.”
“Fair enough.” I swing the black shield into place and rely on the video projection from the camera mounted on my helmet. I’ve spent thousands of hours on Earth working like this in training, so it’s not a big deal.
“The satellite is pressurized. I’m going to vent canister one until I’m equalized.”
Because I don’t have access to the satellites airlock controls, I have to use the air I brought with me to fill this airlock so I don’t cause a decompression problem.
On a large station with lots of air space, it’s not a big deal if you gradually vent from the larger volume into the smaller. Here, where the airlock is probably ten percent the size of the satellite, that could cause a problem. Plus, it might have a safeguard that stops me.
I turn the handle and see a vapor cloud shoot out from the nozzle. After a few seconds I can hear the sound of the gas escaping when there’s enough atmosphere to conduct sound.
“Okay. I have one atmosphere. Opening the inner hatch.”

Nineteen
Interior

I flick on my helmet light and the interior of the CS is illuminated, revealing a chaotic mess of free-floating silver pouches, cables and densely packed machinery.
Although it’s only twenty feet from where I am to the front of the satellite, I can’t even see halfway into the chamber. It appears that some kind of container or cargo net ruptured.
“How’s the radiation?” asks Laney.
“Still yellow. A little more, but no orange.”
“Try to keep it under twenty minutes if you don’t want to grow another eye.”
“I thought we made progress with anti-radiation drugs?”
“Not that much.”
The satellite is divided into two halves with a mesh screen dividing them. The left side appears to be the equipment section filled with various machines. On the right is something of a passage that appears to go all the way to the nose section where the laser unit is housed.
I feel like I’m staring down the gullet of a mechanical great white shark that ate a junkyard.
“Heading into the CS. Are you getting video?”
“Yeah. Was this thing built by raccoons?” asks Laney.
“I think some kind of storage locker broke open.”
“Might have happened during the test fire. Things probably got very hot.”
I pull myself along on a railing, careful not to grab any cables that might be electrified.
There’s so much loose stuff in here; containers, more silver pouches, tools, I half expect to turn around and see Monster Matilda stalking me.
A package drifts by and the augmented display translates the label, “Shrimp Noodle Space Meal.”
“Sounds delicious,” says Laney.
“I guess the technicians decided to leave their lunch inside here.”
I reach my hand out to swat away some more silver pouches and my wrist gets tangled in a black netting.
“I think I found what snapped loose.”
I unwrap it from my arm and try to wedge it in between two metal boxes on the hull.
“Hey, Mongoose. Turn your head to the left. We want to take a look at something.”
I rotate around and glance through a partition in the mesh divider. On the opposite hull a spacesuit is fixed to the wall.
“That’s interesting. I guess they packed a backup in case they had to send someone to do a repair up here,” I reply.
“Should have sent a Roomba,” says Laney.
I close a panel door blocking the rest of the satellite and make my way towards the nose section.
A ring of sixteen cylinders surrounds a larger tube with hundreds of pipes going in an out of it.
“Russel says that’s it. How’s your radiation?”
“Getting more orange. Let’s make this a quick one.”
I take out my set of tools from my thigh pouch and start taking apart the housing as a technician back at Ops leads me through each step.
Working in micro-gravity is a challenge unto itself, being careful not to leave any evidence of tampering the Chinese can find later is another level of difficulty.
“Okay, I have the back plate off and I’m sliding out the tube section.”
I pull the bread box-sized unit towards me and open the inner compartment. Being extra, extra careful, I slide the rod from the tube filled with pumping emitters designed to excite the material into doing its magic thing.
Delicately, I reveal just enough of the Silver Glass to attach my pen-sized spectrometer. This is the device that can tell us precisely the chemical makeup of the material.
“Getting my reading now.”
The spectrometer flashes green.
“Okay, plugging the spectrometer into my wrist comm so you guys can read all the fancy numbers.”
The light on the back of my arm computer flashes blue as it sends the data back to Ops.
“Safe to reassemble?” I ask.
“Hold up, Mongoose. They’re still checking the data.”
“Okay. And I’m still a microwave burrito.”
“Mongoose, this is Onlooker. We need you to do an additional procedure.”
Ugh, that would be Kevin Flavor chiming in with his two cents.
“Go ahead, Onlooker.”
“We need you to replace the rod but affix a one centimeter piece of thermal tape to the underside.”
“You mean sabotage the device?”
There’s a long pause from back on Earth. To be honest, I suspected something like this was going to happen. Why just have me spy on the device if you can destroy it the next time they try to fire it up?
The thermal tape would provide enough of an imbalance in the laser chamber that it could cause the whole system melt down, ruining their space-laser — and probably set their program back months or years as they figure out what happened.
I’m kind of uncomfortable with this, but I’m kind of already knee deep.
“Just proceed, Mongoose,” says Flavor.
I put the tape back in my pouch and close the chamber. “Already done.”
A few seconds later he’ll see visual confirmation on the video feed if he has any doubt.
All that it really took to convince me was the memories of the nearly losing my heat shield and almost crashing a 777 because of space-based lasers.
“Good job, Mongoose,” says Flavor.
“Proceed to reassemble the unit,” adds Laney.
I painstakingly put all the parts back together as the techs back at Ops watch on and make certain I don’t do anything stupid, like leave a wrench inside the unit.
Fun fact, none of my tools or gear has any serial numbers, manufacturing marks or anything else to indicate where it came from. Not that this would fool the Chinese, but it makes it harder for them to go on international television and hold up a monkey wrench with “Made in the USA” stamped on it. Although, let’s be realistic, most of the tools I’m using were probably made in China.
“Unit is sealed. Heading back to the DarkStar.”
I turn around in the tight space and begin to make my way through the loose cables and debris filling the interior.
Halfway through, I come to a stop as my foot gets tangled in something.
“Ops, give me second. I’m a little caught up.”
“Make it fast. We don’t like the look of your radiation meter.”
I bend over and aim my helmet light at my leg, trying to figure out I’m snared in.
My heart stops when I see.
“Mongoose, your pulse rate is off the chart. Are you okay?”
No.
Definitely not.
I’m not wrapped up in a cable.
Someone is holding onto my ankle.

Twenty
Squatter

The spacesuit I spotted on the wall when I first entered the CS is clearly not empty. Right now its occupant is holding on to me, stopping me from leaving.
“Mongoose, are you okay?” asks Laney.
I ignore the question and focus on my current crisis.
At the end of the arm, a face is staring back at me from behind the partition. If I’m startled, this man look absolutely terrified. He also appears to be very ill.
After I pry his fingers loose, he clutches at my wrists. His face shield is open and I can see his breath in the freezing air as he whispers something over and over.
“Ops, are you seeing this?”
“Get out of there now, Mongoose!” Flavor yells into the comm.
“Hold up. He’s trying to say something.”
I rotate my body so I can see him up close. I remember that my visor is still down, which probably makes me even more terrifying and flip it up.
“You have an order!” screams Flavor.
“Are you okay?” I ask the man.
He whispers, “Bāng wǒ…bāng wǒ…”
“Ops, can I get a translation on that?”
Flavor cuts off the CIA linguist. “Do not translate that! Disconnect right now!”
Laney jumps in, “I think he’s saying…”
Her comm goes dead.
“Dixon. Get the hell out of there right now,” says Flavor.
I inspect the man’s face. His eyes are bloodshot and his skin has discoloration. He looks like he’s suffering from dehydration, starvation and probably radiation exposure.
“I think this guy is seriously ill.”
“Then you should be leaving. Now!”
I lift use my helmet speaker to talk to the man. “Do you need help?”
I’m not sure if his English is any better than my Chinese, but he seems to get the intent and nods his head.
“Ops, this guy is dying. He’s not going to last very long.”
“He’s already dead,” says Flavor. “Leave him and return to the ship.”
“I’m no medical expert, but I’m pretty sure I can tell the difference between dying and dead. What does the flight surgeon have to say?”
“He can’t hear you,” Flavor replies. “I cut them off.”
“What? You cut me off from Ops?”
“I gave you an order.”
“Jessup is in charge of this mission. Not you.”
“And I give Jessup orders. Now return to the ship before you jeopardize the mission any further.”
Alright, enough of this bullshit. “Put the surgeon back on the comm.”
“I can’t do that.”
“Yes, you fucking can. Do it now!” I yell into my microphone, startling the Chinese astronaut. “Sorry pal. I’m not upset with you.”
He reaches a gloved hand towards my arm and holds on to me like a drowning man.
“Return to the ship,” Flavor repeats robotically.
“Fine.”
I make a hand motion towards the astronaut, indicating to follow me.
He’s weak, real weak, so I help him out, pulling him through the cables and floating equipment.
“What the fuck, Dixon!” Flavor screams at me as he watches my video feed.
“You don’t want to let me have our doctor look at him, then I’m going to bring him to a doctor.”
“JESUS FUCKING CHRIST! ARE YOU GOD DAMN INSANE?”
I make the follow me hand gesture again to the astronaut. He nods his head slowly.
“This guy is asking for our help.”
“You don’t know what the hell he’s asking for.”
“Because you cut off the goddamn translator!”
“This is treason, Dixon!”
Fuck him. I shut off the radio.
Christ. What am I doing? I just trespassed on to a foreign power’s space station and now I may be kidnapping one of their astronauts.
Clearly he needs help. But should I be the one offering it to him?
Hell’s bells. This guy doesn’t have much longer. Last I heard the Chinese weren’t planning on sending up another rocket here for some time. My ride is his only chance of surviving.
I pull the man into the airlock then turn the radio back on. “I’m about to load him into the DarkStar. Are you going to let me talk to the doctor now?”
Flavor is seething at me. “You think that black site in Texas was rough? You have no idea of the shit that you’re in. You’re going to find yourself buried so deep in Federal pen you’ll only see the stars when some terrorist fucks you in the ass.”
“You’re a goddamn poet. Ever hear of UN resolution 2345 regarding the Rescue Agreement? I’m bound by law to help this man. Additionally, my FAA astronaut license specifically states that I have to. So there’s a UN resolution we ratified and a Federal mandate. Care to see what happens with this one in court, asshole?”
“You’re about to compromise a sensitive operation and a multi-billion-dollar investment, Dixon. This is national security. You’ll never see a court.”
“This is doing the right thing.”
The astronaut pulls his body into the chamber and I seal the inner hatch.
“Pull your shield closed.” I make a shutting motion with my hand, telling him to close up his suit.
He begins to slowly check his gauges. I give them a once-over, making sure that when I open the outer lock I don’t accidentally asphyxiate him.
I give him a thumbs up and he returns the gesture.
The man is operating on instinct. God knows how long he’s been in here waiting for a rescue that was never going to come.
“So you don’t have two dead astronauts on your hands, I highly recommend you put me back on with Ops.”
Flavor says nothing. There’s just an audible click on the feed.
“Are you okay!?” Laney desperately asks into the comm.
“Affirmative.”
“What the hell happened?”
“Worry about that later. Right now I need you do calculate a reentry profile for two people.”

Twenty-One
Hazardous

As the Unicorn slams back into the atmosphere, and begins its rocky reentry, my passenger remains perfectly still in his seat as the cabin shakes us like ice in a cocktail mixer.
I keep having to check his suit lights to make sure he’s alive. If he dies on reentry, this is going to look very, very bad. And of course be a tragedy for his sake.
Thankfully, the Unicorn has the smoothest reentry of any spaceship out there. It’s a veritable first class luxury ride compared to my last time.
As far as my Chinese astronaut sharing this ride, if he’s reentered before, it was most likely onboard a Shenzhou space capsule — which is based on the Russian Soyuz design. Dependable, tough and sheer hell to land in. They’re still working on propulsive landing, having instead to rely on parachutes and landing zones the size of states.
The Unicorn does its reentry burn, which slows us down from 17,500 miles an hour. We spend the next several minutes just falling as the atmosphere blasts our heat shield, transforming all that kinetic energy into heat.
Outside the viewport I can see an orange glow as the energy turns the surrounding air into a plasma like a neon glow.
“How you doing, Mongoose?” Laney asks over the comm.
We haven’t mentioned the moment when Kevin Flavor decided to cut communication. I have no idea what kind of mess it going on downstairs. Right now everyone is just focused on getting us home. Which is good, but I’m worried about the aftermath.
“Sitting inside air-conditioned comfort, able to talk to you folks, life is good. I just hope my friend makes it.”
Thankfully for my sanity, the Unicorn is able to use an up channel radio link to talk to Ops despite the fact that most of my ship is enveloped in transmission blocking Faraday cage of ionized air.
“How’s he doing?”
I give my new friend a thumbs up and shout, “Okay?”
He manages to raise his own thumb slightly. I take that as an encouraging sign.
“He’s still managing.”
“Okay. You’re due to land in about eight minutes. We have two ambulances standing by from the Air Force base.”
“Two? I’m only bringing one person back.”
The Ops physician takes the comm, “This is the radiation medical team. We need to get you into isolation to make sure you’re okay.”
“Yikes. Can someone check and see if I still have coverage after I was let go?”
“Hilarious,” replies Laney, although she’s clearly not amused.
The numbers on our altimeter slow as the ship begins to reduce speed to terminal velocity. We just passed a very critical point in our reentry. If our heat shield was going to burn up and let us boil alive like cheese in a microwave burrito, that would have happened.
Now we wait for the Unicorn to get closer to ground and do a quick test burn to make sure the landing rockets are working. If there’s a problem, the computer will pop the parachutes and we’ll land like cavemen. If everything is nominal, the rockets will slow us down right over the landing pad and we’ll land like civilized people — which would be a totally new experience for me.
There’s a loud roar and the capsule slows for a second as the thrusters test fire.
That sounded good.
A few seconds later they start up again and the craft begins to dramatically slow down as we go from over two hundred miles to barely falling.
The noise gets louder as we inch closer to the pad and it reflects the sound back up at us.
And then everything stops.
Although the rockets cut out a few feet from the ground, the landing pad is designed to soften that last impact. Unlike the Soyuz capsules that hit hard ground in the middle of the frozen tundra and bounce around like golf balls, this thing comes to rest in its own special cradle.
“We did it, pal!” I look over and give my nameless friend another thumbs up.
His eyes are closed and he doesn’t appear to be moving.
I unfasten my harness and slide out of my chair to go to him. I can’t tell if he’s dead or just unconscious.
Outside, the exterior of the Unicorn is being pelted by cooling sprays of water so the ground crew can get to us. Water splatters the windows like we’re in a car wash.
There’s a hiss and bright lights shine in through the hatch. Yellow gloved hands grab me and yank me out of my harness.
“I’m okay!” I shout as I’m pulled onto a stretch by an overzealous rescue team. “Help him!”
I try to get up, but someone puts a hand on my shoulder. I look up and see man staring back at me from inside a protective suit.
“Do you have oxygen?” he asks.
“Yes…”
Moments later they slide me inside a containment bag, sealing me off from the outside world. I can feel the stretcher being lifted onto something. At first I think it’s the back of an ambulance, but seconds later I hear the whir of helicopter blades as we take to the air.
“What about the other guy?” I call into my radio.
“They’ve got him,” says Laney over the comm.
“What does that mean?”
“I don’t know. How are you?”
“Trapped inside a plastic bag being carried off in a helicopter. Having flashbacks to a few months ago.”
“That’s just in case you’re radioactive. They’re going to bring you to a cleanup site at the Air Force base then to the hospital.”
“What about him?”
“Same thing.”
“He needs help, Laney. Bad.”
“I know. He’s in good hands. The Air Force unit here drills for this kind of thing all the time. Right now we have bigger problems.”
“I’m fine.”
“Not that. Flavor is in a plane heading down here.”
“What?”
“He’s pissed. Real pissed. We think he might try to have you placed under arrest.”
“Jesus.”
“We’re on it. Jessup is in route to the hospital to meet you when you get there.”
“Uh, is that a good thing?”

Twenty-Two
Rad

A few minutes after take off, the helicopter lands and I’m carried several hundred yards inside my pouch, trying not to have panic attacks about finding myself inside another DIA black site about to be tortured.
As a precaution, I grab the plasma torch off my belt and have it ready in case I have to go berserk.
Through the yellow plastic I can see a row of lights overhead as I’m slid into some kind of chamber. A moment later someone unzips the pouch and I’m looking at a different person in a radiation suit staring down on me. This time it’s a woman’s face. She’s giving me a smile.
“David? I’m Dr. Garrison. How you holding up?” She asks me this as other people in yellow suits slide the bag off of me.
“I feel like a Snickers bar.”
“What?” She takes a pen light and aims it at my eyes through the glass in my visor.
“It was a joke. I was being unwrapped like a candy bar,” I feebly explain.
“Oh. Funny,” she replies, not laughing.
“I got it, David,” says Laney over the comm.
“Hey, you’re still here?!”
“Of course I’m still here, David. Are you feeling dizzy?” asks Garrison.
“I was talking to my radio,” I reply.
“I’m going to need you to refrain from doing that. We need to get you out of this suit and run some tests. First we need to clean it.”
For the next several minutes I’m sprayed down with a pressure washer and scrubbed with some kind of special gel. All I can think about is my Chinese pal. I hope they’re being more gentle with him.
After making sure that I didn’t track in any radioactive cookie crumbs, they have me take off the suit and my thermal so I’m standing there buck ass naked in front of a bunch of people wearing yellow nuclear cleanup suits. And it’s cold.
Because I mentioned that I opened up my face shield back in the CS, they decide to spray my naked body down as well. And the water is really, really cold.
Next I’m tossed back onto a stretcher, sealed inside another bag — this one is clear and has air — and carted into a special medical facility where they probe and poke me, making sure I didn’t get a dangerous dose of radiation.
“Drink this,” says a nurse as she hands me small plastic carton.
Starving, I take a big gulp of the liquid.
“Now puke in this,” she says, holding a bucket near my head.
“What the BLARGH?” I try to reply as I vomit everything I’ve ever eaten in my entire life into the pail.
At first I think I’m actually suffering delayed radiation sickness. And to think, I just grew back my luscious locks after shaving them when I was on the run.
As I hold my head over the bucket, hurling, she helpfully explains, “We’re trying to clear out anything you may have consumed that could be radioactive.”
“It’s not like I ran my tongue across everything! BLARGH!”
I wipe away at my chin and give her a frustrated look. “Next time, tell them what the hell that stuff does.”
After my medically induced puke session, I keep asking about the other astronaut, but they tell me they don’t know. Which sounds like a lie, because I see them carting equipment off in a hurry when they’re done with me. I’m sure he’s probably only a floor away.
I can tell I’m in the clear when I’m moved into a new room and Dr. Garrison steps inside without her radiation suit.
They have an IV plugged into my arm as some special concoction is pumped into me. Meanwhile, another tube is pumping out my blood while another is putting new stuff in.
“Give it to me straight, Doc. Will I notice my superhero powers all at once, or will they happen gradually?”
“Radiation exposure is serious, David. You’re going to be okay, but we’re not taking any chances.”
“What about the other guy?”
“I don’t have any information on him.”
“You don’t have? Or you don’t say?” I reply.
She makes no reply. Which is the same as telling me she can’t say.
“I’ll be back in an hour or so to check on you. If you need anything, ask the orderly.”
“How about food?”
She points to the blue bag on the IV stand. “That’s your meal for the next couple days. We need to cleanse you.”
When she leaves I notice two armed men in tactical uniforms are standing outside my door. That seems a little unnecessary.
“Hey, Laney, do you know why…” My voice trails off as I realize the for the first time in almost twenty-four hours that I can’t talk to my friend.
I don’t just feel alone, I feel like part of me has been cut off. Strange. I’ve never experienced anything like this before.
After staring at the walls for twenty minutes, Admiral Jessup enters the room.
“Admiral.”
He pulls up a chair next to me. “How you doing, Dixon?”
“I was fine until I got to the hospital.”
“That happens.”
I nod to all the tubes going into me. “Isn’t this a little excessive?”
“We weren’t expecting the CS to be so radioactive.”
“That’s the thing with Chinese manufacturers, you have to inspect the factory floor. Say, how is he?”
“Alive. He might make it.”
The first good news I’ve heard all day. “Great. That’s great.” It kind of makes this worth it. Sort of.
“Maybe…”
“Maybe? What do you mean?”
“If he lives we might be faced with a serious problem. What do we do with him? If we send him back to the Chinese, he can tell them everything we learned. Plus he knows about the DarkStar and Night Bird.”
“Admiral, he was unconscious when I loaded him into there and then transported him to the Unicorn. I guarantee you, that if he saw anything, he doesn’t know what he saw. We can just use the cover story from last time that we have an all-black Unicorn capsule.”
“Maybe. But we don’t want the Chinese knowing what we do about the CS. Especially the fact that we sabotaged it.”
“You’re not going to send him back…”
“We don’t know. This is an unusual area.”
“Give him a pretty translator. Have him defect. I mean, his people were going to let him die up there.”
“We’ll see. In the meantime, we need to figure out your situation.”
“You mean Flavor and his threat to arrest me?”
“It’s no threat. There are two guards outside right now.”
“Fuck him. The law is very clear on this situation. I did the right thing.”
“Yes, pilot. You certainly did. It makes my life complicated, but I guess that’s the price of a moral compass.”

Twenty-Three
Outsiders

Laney pulls her jacket tighter and shoves her hands into her pockets as a cold Atlantic breeze drifts across the bay. It’s a clear night and the brightest object we can see from the back of my pickup truck is the iCosmos Monoceros booster waiting to take off from the Cape.
I’d been released from the hospital two days ago. This was our first chance to talk.
“So the guards were gone when they let you out?” she asks.
“Yeah. I think Jessup had a conversation with their supervisor.”
“I tried getting to you.”
“I know.”
At least thirty other people are gathered for this launch. For space nerds it’s a pretty exciting one. iCosmos is sending up a new space probe the size of a semi-truck with a plasma engine designed to get to Mars in ten weeks. If it works, it’ll be a game changer.
“Hey Laney!” says a young guy with a knit cap pulled down almost to his eyebrows. Floridians don’t deal with cold weather very well.
“What’s up, Rob?” she replies.
“Not much.” He leans against the truck and stares at me for a second. “Hey, holy crap!” he exclaims, sticking out a hand.
“How you doing?” I reply, returning the shake.
“I knew Laney knew you, but I didn’t know she knew you.”
She rolls her eyes. “He doesn’t know me, Rob.”
Under his breath he whispers, “AFI 9.”
“AFI I punch you in the face,” says Laney in reply to their inside joke.
He looks at me. “Be careful. She’s a bully.”
“Yeah. But probably good to have your back in a fight.” I elbow Laney and give her a small grin.
“So what are you up to now?” asks Rob.
I would love, love to see the look on his face if I told him I just snuck onboard a Chinese laser space station and kidnapped an engineer in a Special Ops mission. “Consulting.”
“Oh, yeah? Who for?”
He’s not being challenging in the way that a rival male tries to assess and minimize another. He genuinely wants to know.
“Think tank stuff.”
A woman with brown hair poking out of her own knit cap sidles up next to Rob. “Hey, Laney! Haven’t seen you around the meetings.”
“Hey, Jillian. I’ve been kind of busy.”
“Blogging?” she says, possibly a little derisively.
I realize that even more than dropping the little truth bomb about me just getting back from a secret space mission, I want to tell them that Laney was my mission specialist and instrumental not only in this operation, but the one from a few months ago that’s the reason they can still use phones and computers.
“Yeah, blogging,” says Laney.
“Huh. I haven’t noticed as many posts from you lately.”
“Yeah, I’ve been slowing down.”
“Oh. I’m sorry.” Jillian looks at her crutches in the truck bed. “Health stuff?”
It has to be killing Laney not to say what she’s done. I know I’m dying.
Laney just sucks it all in. “Yeah. Family stuff too.”
“Well, we’ll leave you guys alone,” says Rob. He takes Jillian’s hand and pulls her away.
When they’re about ten paces from the pickup, I catch Rob whispering to her. She jerks her head around to stare at me, realizing that I’m that guy.
“At least that part was worth it,” says Laney.
I try to change the subject. “So, um, those meetings? Is this something the FBI should be worried about?”
“Just space nerd stuff. You’re the one that should be worried about the FBI.”
“Oh, yeah. That.” I’ve been trying to put everything out of my mind.
“I had to do a three hour debrief with some Pentagon people. Jessup tell you anything?” she asks.
“They did the same when I was in the hospital. I’m supposed to fly to DC tomorrow for more.”
“Seriously? Do you know why?”
“Nope. I asked Jessup if I should hire a lawyer. He said not right now, but he’d see if there was anyone with some military and classified operations experience to have on hand.”
Laney turns to me, mouth wide open. “Oh my god, David. I’ll go with you and set them straight!”
“Thanks. But let’s just keep the Full Washburn Menace on standby.”
Across the bay there’s a bright orange glow as the rocket booster bursts to life.
Seconds later, the rumble reaches us and we feel a rumble three times the power of a Saturn V penetrate our bodies.
My hand finds Laney’s and gives it a squeeze. She squeezes back as the rocket climbs skyward like a sun shooting into the heavens.
It’s so bright and beautiful it hardly feels like this is something that could be man made. It’s a phenomenon.
“And that’s just what it looks like at the start of the journey,” says Laney.
I look at her face. The rocket flames reflect off her eyes and the orange glow illuminates her cheeks.
It’s a beautiful thing. Not just the fact that she’s pretty and especially so in this light — it’s the expression of wonder and curiosity as she watches it take to the night sky.
I want to hold that cute chin in my hand and kiss those smart lips as rocket fire reflects in those amazing eyes.
“David, what are you looking at?”
Embarrassed, I let go of her hand. “Nothing. I mean. I can’t wait for you to see it from up there.”
“How about you go when you can take me?”
“If Flavor has his way, that might be never.”
“Don’t be such a pessimist.”
“It’s a very helpful trait.”
She grabs my arm and platonically puts her head on my shoulder. “You’ll be fine.”
“Yeah. Yeah. But…” I reply.
“What?”
“Worst case scenario… Promise me you’ll take up Vin’s offer to go into the iCosmos program?”
I expect an argument. In fact, I kind of want one to put me a little at ease that I’m overblowing things. Instead, she just holds tighter and says, “I’ll think about it.”

Twenty-Four
Testify

Admiral Jessup is waiting for me when I exit the elevator and step into the Penumbra reception area.
“Dixon,” he says, motioning me to a corner out of earshot of the armed guard.
“You just get here?”
“I’ve been here all morning.” He leans in closely. “Just listen. Okay?”
I give the guard an anxious look and nod my head.
“One of our cats peed on my wife’s favorite rug.”
“Uh, okay…” This came out of nowhere.
“She was pretty angry. She wanted to put him down. Even though it wasn’t his fault because we forgot to leave the pet door open.”
“Sounds harsh.”
“Yes. But she loved that rug. Good thing the next day the cat killed a rat that got into the house. Suddenly there’s no talk about putting him down.”
He stares at me, waiting for some kind of reaction.
“Okay…” I reply, not sure what he’s getting at.
He can tell I’m clueless. He lowers his voice to a whisper. “I’ll break it down for you. You’re useful as long as you’re useful. Get it? I’m going to teach you one important trick about this town. Never step foot into a room with someone who doesn’t need something from you.”
Oh. Snap. I’m the cat that peed on the rug.
Jessup is trying to tell me that these people are ready to send me to cat heaven if they don’t have any further use for me.
I’m about to ask how I work that angle but the receptionist comes out to escort us to the conference room.
Beth Saul is sitting at the end of the Penumbra table next to George Ozuki. Other than those two and Jessup, everyone else is new to me.
There was quick round of introductions and I heard CIA, DARPA and a few other agencies attached to names I only barely caught.
Flavor isn’t here. I eye his CIA colleague, a woman named Caroline Stennis, with wary apprehension. She’s got the athletic physicality and poker face I’ve seen in female prosecutors not afraid to stand inches away from a suspect and point a finger in their face and call them a murderer.
I catch her watching me back out of the corner of her eye. I don’t think it’s because she wants to know my relationship status.
“Mr. Dixon, before I turn this over to Mr. Ozuki, have you spoken to any of us about what transpired?” asks Saul.
“No. I made a statement in Canaveral. But that was it.”
“Has any of us or an intermediary given you instructions about how to answer any questions?”
Other than a cryptic story about cat pee? “No. Nobody has told me anything.”
She glances over at Stennis and the others. “I think we’re good to proceed.”
Ozuki is the first one to lay in with the questions about what happened. “Why did you ignore Flavor’s order to leave the astronaut?”
Jessup’s cryptic advice is still in the back of my mind. I want to ask if this is a legal inquiry but think better of it. They’ll railroad me no matter what if they want to.
I matter-of-factly reply, “The Outer Space Treaty of 1967 and the Rescue Agreement of 1968 specifically state that ‘In carrying on activities in outer space and on celestial bodies, the astronauts of one State Party shall render all possible assistance to the astronauts of other States Parties’.”
I’d stayed up late making certain that I had that one memorized.
“Very good, Mr. Dixon. Can you tell us which parts of that treaty you are in violation of?” asks Ozuki.
“Me personally? None.”
“None? Are you sure of that? Or are you trying to use the treaty as you see fit? What about Article 9?”
I see what he’s trying to do here. I think. He wants to show where I willingly violated the agreement so he can discredit my earlier argument. But why is he doing this? Shouldn’t Flavor’s pal be the one doing that?
He reads off from his computer, “Article 9 states, a State Party to the Treaty on whose registry an object launched into outer space is carried shall retain jurisdiction and control over such object, and over any personnel thereof, while in outer space or on a celestial body. Meaning that you trespassed onto Chinese territory in violation of the treaty.”
Thank goodness I had to spend so much time studying space law to get my FAA LEO license. “No. That is incorrect.”
“Incorrect? Please explain.”
“When I encountered the object it had no markings and was radio silent. There was nothing to identify the country that it belonged to. It had every appearance of space junk and was a potential hazard to other orbital objects.”
Ozuki taps at his keyboard for a moment, looking something up. “Yes. But every country registers an orbital track for their satellites. This is another means of establishing ownership.”
He knows I know the CS had changed orbit to shoot at our GRD satellite. “Correct. This satellite was not in a registered orbital trajectory.”
“But you could have inferred who it belonged to or asked?”
“Perhaps. Or the Chinese could have told us. In this case, the most expedient thing to do was to board the satellite and find out.”
“And when you boarded this satellite, what did you find, in reference to an occupant?”
“There was an astronaut in dire need of medical attention.”
“Did he specifically ask you for this?”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean?”
“Our CIA liaison…”
“Kevin Flavor?” adds Ozuki.
“Yes. Kevin Flavor cut our translator from the transmission before he could interpret what the man said.”
Stennis is making notes. I don’t know if this is good or bad.
“He cut the translator?” asks Ozuki. “Are you certain that’s what happened? I have a report here that says the call was accidentally dropped.”
“I can’t tell you if that was the case. But I recall Flavor ordering the translator specifically not to tell me what the astronaut said.”
“Let us hear that again.”
“Flavor told the translator to not interpret for the astronaut.”
“So how did you know the astronaut wanted assistance?”
“I inferred that when he grabbed my ankle. I had to raise my visor to hear what he was saying, but I roughly recall it sounded like Chinese for “Help.””
“But you’re unsure?” presses Ozuki.
“Of the translation? Yes. Of the intent? Absolutely not. He eagerly followed me into the airlock and into my spaceship.” Okay, that’s a stretch.
Ozuki turns to Stennis. “Do you know if Mr. Flavor speaks Chinese?”
“I have no information to that effect,” she replies coldly.
Ozuki checks his computer. “Didn’t he study Chinese at Georgetown?”
“I don’t have his personnel file in front of me, so I can’t comment.” She’s not amused.
I steal a glance at Jessup, but he’s too much of a pro to react.
What I think just happened is Penumbra threw this in the CIA’s face, telling them their boy screwed up big time and brought this mess about himself.
I guess that’s good for me. I just can’t tell if Stennis is actually glad to have a reason to go back to her bosses and tell them Flavor fucked up, or upset that they can’t pin it all on me.
What I can tell is that Ozuki has been on my side all along, despite his strongman tactics. He was counting on me to know my stuff. Thank god I did.
“Unless anyone else has any more questions, I think we’re done with this part of the meeting.”
Ozuki turns to Stennis. “Questions?”
She shakes her head.
“I have a question,” says Saul. “David, did you know that raising your helmet would potentially expose you to harmful doses of radiation?”
“Yes.”
“Why did you do that?”
“So I could understand the astronaut.”
“Would that have been necessary if you still had the translator on the line?”
Oh, man. She’s out for blood. Flavor’s… “That would have potentially made it unnecessary for me to do that.”
“And where have you been since the mission?”
“I spent three days in the hospital undergoing radiation exposure treatment.”
“Throwing up, from what I’ve been told.”
She’s laying it on thick. It was medically induced vomiting. But the people across the table don’t need to know that. “Correct.”
“I understand that after their rapid intervention, outside of any potential long term effects, the doctors have declared you fit to return to work?”
“Correct.”
“Are you willing?”
Willing to what? Don’t ask. Just go with it. “Absolutely.”

Twenty-Five
Operative

When I’m brought back into the conference room an hour later, only Saul, Ozuki and Jessup are still there. When Stennis exited through the lobby, she gave me a look over her shoulder that I couldn’t figure out if it was contempt or pity.
“Do you understand what that was all about?” asks Saul.
“Not a clue. If I had to guess, it was some inter-agency push the blame around thing.”
“Essentially. Bringing back that astronaut has caused a world of trouble.”
I shrug. “I can’t say that I wouldn’t do the same thing again.” I know Jessup wants me to play along, but I have to be upfront about that.
“I believe you would. To be honest, before the CS operation, I still wasn’t quite sure what kind of man you are. You killed two cosmonauts and shot three Americans in the interest of self-preservation.”
Did she just say, “shot” instead of kill? Did Vaughn and his goons survive? I’ve got a million questions but I can see from Jessup’s cold expression I should keep my mouth shut.
“Bringing that man back jeopardized the entire mission. Why did you do that?” she asks.
“I thought we just went over that?”
“I’m not talking about the legal reasons. Why did you do it?”
“Because it was the right thing. I’m an astronaut, not a killer.”
“You’ve killed more people in space than anyone else,” says Ozuki.
Ouch. I glare at him, forcing myself to bite my tongue. I take a deep breath. “Lives were at stake. It was the only option. There’s a not a night where I don’t wake up thinking about what happened.”
“Good,” replies Saul.
I turn to her. “Good?”
“It means you’re human and not some robot sociopath. That’s what Flavor wanted. And that’s what the CIA thought they were getting in you.”
“Sorry to disappoint.”
“We’re not. You might have more use for us, yet. How comfortable are you in zero-g?”
“I’ve never had any problems with nausea in my three trips or on the zero-g test plane.”
“Do you think you could handle an extended stay?”
Where is this going? “Yes. I live for that opportunity.”
She reads her laptop. “You tested equipment for iCosmos?”
“Yes. Spacesuits, tools, habitats. Everything.”
“How do you deal with small environments?”
“Like the DarkStar? Well enough.”
“I mean space habitats.”
“I’ve spent weeks inside the iCosmos test compartments at the bottom of a pool and in the ocean.”
“They put them under water for that long?” asks Ozuki.
“Yes. Psychologically, it’s better to put someone in as isolated as an environment as you can. When you know help is just on the other side of the fake airlock, it’s not the same.”
“And you were okay with this?” asks Saul.
“Yes. Absolutely.”
“And how are you working in teams or small groups?”
“I spent a month inside the iCosmos test lab with seven other people. I didn’t have any problems.” Others did, but there’s no need to mention that.
“George, do you have any questions?”
“I’m satisfied,” says Ozuki. “We’re still going to have to deal with the blowback from the other agencies. But I think we’re okay on our end for now.”
“Admiral Jessup?”
He nods to me. “I say ask him.”
And here we go. This is what that weird story about the cat peeing on the carpet was all about. They’re going to ask me to do something space-related. Turning it down could mean they suddenly won’t be so interested to intervene on my behalf.
“We’ve looked at the data you collected from the Chinese laser and it matches with Russel’s crystal — as we expected. In fact, we were able to pinpoint which version they copied it from. They didn’t just have the formula, they actually had a physical sample to grow their own from in zero-g. Batch 67. All of those samples were grown onboard the Sagan Orbital Research Station.”
The Sagan is a science and industrial lab consisting of about thirty different modules, each one owned by a country or research institution. Companies, countries and universities pay to have a lab placed there. Researchers share a common area. It’s kind of like an industrial park in space.
“Batch 67 was supposed to have been destroyed and the samples returned to Earth in an unmanned module,” says Beth.
I know where this is going. “The VTX module that burned up two months ago?”
“Correct. The batch 67 samples were supposed to be on that ship. Because it was destroyed, we have no way of knowing if they were ever even placed onboard.”
“I thought it was odd that the VTX was destroyed. We haven’t had lost an unmanned craft in years.”
“Indeed. Which makes this even more troubling. Someone not only stole the sample, they sabotaged the reentry vehicle.”
“And this person was onboard the Sagan?”
“Possibly still onboard. There’s twenty-two people up there right now. Sixteen were there when the VTX was destroyed.”
“Wilmer Donald is the head of the DARPA lab and runs it with two other people. We’re reasonably confident they weren’t the ones behind this. But the lab is a locked facility and they’re the only ones with access.”
“Well that’s inconvenient for them,” I reply.
“Indeed. We need to have someone up there to take a look at the security procedures and possibly figure out how this happened. Given your experience in finding…workarounds, for gaining access to space vehicles, and your background in testing equipment for iCosmos, we thought you might be a good choice to send up.”
“And I’m the only person you’ve got right now…”
“Yes. There is that. Until Space Ops is up and running, you’re basically the go-to guy. I can understand your hesitation given what…”
I cut her off. “I’ll do it.”
Jessup speaks up. “You should know something about what happened to the VTX.”
“What’s that?”
He exchanges glances with Saul, then turns back to me. “It wasn’t going to be unmanned until last minute. They never let that part out.”
“Wait? Are you saying someone was almost killed in that thing?”
Saul replies after a moment of hesitation, “What we’re saying, David, is that whoever the operative is onboard the Sagan, they were willing to kill someone to get that sample. And that’s where we’d be sending you.”

Twenty-Six
Passenger

I’ve set foot on two different space stations: One was a Chinese satellite where I found a half dead astronaut. The other was a Russian platform where I watched a friend die on my first trip and had to kill two men on my second, and nearly destroyed the entire station in the process.
To say that I have some anxiety about setting foot onboard the Sagan is an understatement.
Laney’s last words to me before I stepped onboard the Unicorn spacecraft were, “Try not to break this one.”
We shared a platonic hug that I let linger a little too long. But she endured it and didn’t embarrass me by pulling away.
I couldn’t figure out the right way to tell her that I was going to miss having her in my ear.
For this operation in order to blend in, I have to behave like all the other researchers onboard the Sagan and then report in when I’m alone in my own cubicle.
Our pilot is Jenna Schroeder. I trained with her at iCosmos, but didn’t know her terribly well. She and everyone else was told my cover story about working as a consultant for a company doing equipment testing.
It’s a pretty plausible story. Everyone in aerospace is still crazy multidisciplinary.
It was weird sitting in the plastic chairs of the iCosmos classroom and going through that process as a passenger and not a prospective pilot.
Anyone going into orbit as a passenger on an iCosmos craft has to spend a week in training — not counting what the destination and their own institution require. It’s still not at the point where you just buy a ticket on your phone and walk into an airplane.
I’m pretty sure it’ll never get to that point. Even as space travel gets safer, there’s still the medical issues that everyone goes through to some degree.
Right now, getting flight rated is pretty similar to scuba training. You have to pass a few tests and show that you’re not going to immediately pass out or freak out.
And this is the real space certification; not the adventure camp style they do for rich tourists where they treat them like make believe astronauts then send them on a seven-minute suborbital flight where they sort of see stars and experience weightlessness before falling back to Mojave.
I mean, if that’s your thing, great. But that’s like jumping into the hotel pool in Brisbane and saying you swam the Great Barrier Reef.
As a courtesy, Jenna let me sit in the empty co-pilot seat. I was a good passenger and didn’t touch anything.
“You want to get the hatch?” she asks as the lights turn green after we dock.
“Sure thing.” I unbuckle my harness and drift over to the nose of the vehicle.
I give the wheel a spin and pull the hatch inwards. On the other side is the interior hatch for the Sagan. A small porthole sits in the middle.
I press my face up against the cold glass, trying to see who is on the other side.
My stomach does a backflip when all I see is an empty airlock and I get flashbacks of prior missions.
Suddenly a Stormtrooper helmet pops into view and yells, “WHO GOES THERE?”
I flinch. “JESUS!”
When I look back, Jenna is covering her mouth trying not to laugh.
“You knew this was going to happen?”
She nods. “They do it to everyone.”
My pulse begins to settle down. “For heaven sake. I have a history with this kind of thing…”
“That’s why they wanted me to make sure you weren’t armed.”
“Not funny, Schroeder. Not funny.”
“Sorry, David.”
I shake my head. “No. It’s cool. You knew Peterson and Bennet too.”
“Peterson would have loved this kind of thing.”
“Yeah, and Bennet would have just shaken his head.”
“And not have screamed like a little girl.”
“I didn’t scream,” I reply.
“If that’s what you want me to report in the log.”
The Stormtrooper takes off the mask and I’m greeted by the smiling face of an older woman. This would be Tamara Collins, the station director.
She gives the hatch a triple knock, letting me know she’s about to open it. I drift back as the door swings into the Sagan.
There’s a group of people filling the small airlock waiting to greet me.
Tamara shakes my hand, “Welcome aboard, David. We don’t get too many celebrities here.”
“So that’s what they’re calling me.”
I float into the junction and get introduced to some of the researchers who came down to meet me. I already know who they all are from the Penumbra files, but I pretend to learn their names for the first time.
Noticeably absent are two Russian scientists. I don’t know if this is because they have other work to do or if this is some kind of protest.
While Radin had made a public display of calling me a hero for working with his intelligence officials — a complete lie — I know that back in Roscosmos there’s not a lot of warm feelings for me.
“Let me give you the tour,” says Tamara.
I drift around towards Jenna. “You good?”
She points to her display. “I’m supervising the cargo extraction.”
Right now a robotic arm is unloading the modules from the Unicorn’s cargo trunk and placing them into an airlock adjacent to the docking section.
“Need any help?”
“You’re all clear. Passenger.” She gives me a smile.
“Am I supposed to tip you?”
“Just give me a five-star rating.”
“I’ll consider it.” I drift towards the hatch.
“Hey, David!” she calls to me.
“Yeah?”
“It was a pleasure to fly with you.”
Well damn. Now I’m all emotional. Being let go from iCosmos was one of the most depressing things that happened to me. On top of losing Bennet and Peterson, the thought of not being part of a team again really affected me.
Hearing Jenna say that…man…that just hit me. In a good way.
Now I’ve got to go meet my new team, get to know them and then secretly plot against the one I think is a traitor and then have them find out I’m a total fraud.

Twenty-Seven
Habitat

Tamara Collins leads me down the main section of the Sagan pointing out the different modules plugged into it. Each one is owned by a different country or institution. They rent the space and their researchers get to use the crew facilities on the station. Basically it’s a billion-dollar RV park.
Each module has its own hatch and security lock. Tamara and one other person are the only ones who have access into every section in case of an emergency. There are cameras every few meters, capturing the movement of people 24-7.
Since I’m still pretending to be an astronaut researcher, I don’t ask her too many questions as we pull ourselves along the main section and she plays tour guide.
“These next two modules were MIT’s until they built their own platform. We’ve converted them into lounges, which you’re free to use. Here’s the first one.”
She opens the hatch to a zero-g Tiki bar. Hammocks stretch from one side to the other as a video of a moonlit tropical beach plays on the walls. At the far end there’s an actual bamboo bar complete with bottles stuck to the hull.
She points to the shelves of alcohol. “Beverage companies sent those up hoping we could come up with some imaginative microgravity drinks.”
“And have you?”
“Come by at happy hour and find out.”
“I’m not sure if my company would approve.”
“That’s what they all say. This way.”
She leads me across the main section into another module. The room is divided into smaller padded cubicles with body straps to keep you from floating away.
“This is our attempt at creating a more relaxed environment.”
“More so than the Tiki bar?”
“Well, more professional.”
She leads me to another module where there’s a variety of zero-g exercise equipment. A man is using a resistance machine to do bench presses. He takes a break when he sees us lurking by the hatch.
“Warren, this is David. He’s up here to do some equipment testing.”
Warren dries his hand off on a towel and floats over to shake my hand. Although he’s in his late fifties, he’s got a firm grip and a very athletic body.
“What are you testing?” he asks.
“Gloves and tools. How about you?” I already know but I have to pretend I don’t.
“I’ve got a grant from Nike to study zero-g athletic apparel and another from a medical college to figure out optimum workout cycles in zero-g.”
“Watch out,” she says, “Or he might turn you into a guinea pig. He’s got half the station as unpaid volunteers in his workout programs.”
“Until they make some grad students available, I have to make do. But seriously, let me know if you want me to put together a regimen for you.”
“Thanks. I’m not sure if that sounds fun, but it certainly sounds interesting,” I reply.
“How long are you up here for?”
“Six weeks.”
“If he doesn’t break anything,” says Tamara.
“Ouch.” I fake a grin.
“Let’s talk when you get settled in. I’m in module sixteen when I’m not in the hotel.”
When we’re out of earshot, Tamara whispers, “Horny old goat, there’s a reason his university decided to send him to space.”
“What?” I reply. “The professor liked to teach unconventional workout techniques to the faculty?”
“And the student body. He’s harmless, but his libido is too much for one planet.”
Although I’d looked at everyone’s dossier, I wasn’t quite sure how it would all mesh together. I’m now beginning to get a picture of a somewhat loose academic environment you’d find in the field.
Tamara shows me where the different labs are and makes a few more introductions before taking me to section called the “hub.” This is where the station connects to the large rotating wheel set in the middle of the platform.
We reach a round corridor with two open hatches rotating across from each other.
“You ever go from zero-g to artificial gravity?” she asks.
“Only in the simulator.”
Currently, there are only five rotating environments in orbit. The US/iCosmos still hasn’t begun its spin, nor have the other stations still in the process of being built.
“It’s easy. Just choose a hatch, grab hold of the handle and then descend like it’s a ladder. Your inner ear will be confused at first, but by the time you reach the bottom, things will mostly feel normal again.”
I drift over to the center of the spinning section and grab hold of a handle. Immediately my body gets pulled into motion. I bring my legs down into the passage and use the handholds to go lower.
The force of the rotation that wants to fling my body outwards begins to feel like gravity as my feet start getting pulled towards the floor below.
After a few meters I have to put my toes on the rungs to keep from falling.
When I reach the floor my brain suddenly decides that I’m back on Earth and it’s a crazy sensation.
I’ve done this hundreds of times in VR simulations, but nothing can quite prepare you. Even flying in a parabolic trajectory on an airplane, experiencing a few seconds of weightlessness at a time is a very different sensation.
This was like climbing back down to Earth, although I feel substantially lighter.
“We’re at one third gravity,” explains Tamara as she joins me.
“Mars equivalent,” I reply.
“Yes. The wheel can go even higher than one g, but we try to keep it here so we can measure the long term effects.”
I look around the landing. This section is about 10 meters across and much wider than the rest of the station.
The really interesting part is when I look forward and see a long corridor stretching up towards the ceiling.
The diameter of the wheel is two hundred feet, making the circumference just over six hundred feet. It’s as if someone built a hotel hallway that curved back onto itself.
“What do you think?” asks Tamara.
“Freaky. I feel like I’m back on Earth.” I point towards the upward curving corridor. “Except for that part.”
“We can actually use projection mapping to make it look straight. It’s really quite surreal. Let me show you.”
I eagerly follow her along and play space tourist, forgetting for the moment my real purpose here.

Twenty-Eight
The Hotel

The reason they call this section “The Hotel” becomes pretty self evident when we enter a lobby area that would fit right into any micro hotel in New York City. A handful of people are sitting in relaxed couches working on laptops and conversing as if this were some executive suite. Which I guess, technically it is.
“Hey everyone, this is David,” says Tamara.
I recognize some of the people who met me at the airlock and exchange a few greetings.
“We have a primary dining room on the other side with a larger selection. But the coffee here is better.”
“The best in the Hotel, not on the station,” says a woman with brunette hair sitting at the edge of the lounge with a computer in her lap.
“This is Samantha Turco, our resident biologist and space gastronomist.”
She gives me a broad smile and shakes my hand. “This week I’m a sous chef. And the best barista in orbit. You haven’t had coffee until you’ve had a cup brewed in micro-gravity.”
“I’ve had the instant kind. How do you even control the drip?”
“Trade secret. But stop by the lab and I’ll let you have a taste. First cup is free.”
I’m not sure if she’d flirting with me or just being friendly. Tamara doesn’t offer me any helpful advice as we continue down the corridor.
The passage narrows. There’s a door on either side about five feet apart.
“These are the personal quarters.”
We stop at one with “11” on the door.
“This is yours. It should already be keyed into your thumbprint.”
There’s a small console next to the door with a fingerprint scanner sitting above a keypad.
“No keycard?” I ask.
“A keycard doesn’t tell you who entered. You’ll need to set a number code too. Not all of our fingerprint sensors work.”
“Mechanical problem?”
“Software. They have to communicate with the main computer. With all the experiments going on here, sometimes they interfere with the wireless systems. Now get ready to behold your suite…”
I push my thumb on the sensor and the door slides open revealing something the size of a closet.
To the left is an elevated bed with a workstation below it. On the right is a wall with canvas pouches for storing things.
“Not much. But way more than we had on the ISS,” she replies. “Going up the ladder is like traveling back in time for me. This…” She stomps the floor. “This is the future. I guess. But the whole point of a space station isn’t really about being in space, it’s working in microgravity. That’s why we like to say around here that the hotel is where we live, while the station above is where we work. Now let me show you the two most amazing wonders of Sagan station.”
The first wonder is the toilet. The number one advantage of artificial gravity is the ability to use the bathroom like a civilized person.
“You ever have to use one in zero-g?” asks Tamara as we stare into the small restroom.
“Um…not exactly.” I don’t need to give her the details of all the horrific experiments I conducted for iCosmos.
“Some people would argue that you’re not a real astronaut until you’ve spent a week in space using a toilet in a weightless environment. I say to hell with them.”
She points to a robotic arm folded up in the corner. “That’s the cleaner. It sort of works. So keep up after yourself or I’ll revoke your privileges.”
“Noted.”
“Now onto my favorite part of the tour.”
We exit the lavatory and step back into the corridor. She goes to a wall panel and types in some commands.
“Okay, close your eyes,” she says.
“Seriously?”
“Remember what I said about bathroom access?”
I close my eyes.
“Okay, just listen at first.”
There’s sound of distant traffic. An accordion is playing somewhere and I hear the sounds of a French street. Shop bells tinkle and voices come from bistros and windows all around me.
“Pretty good.”
“Keep those eyes shut, Dixon.”
There’s a breeze and I can smell trees and the scent of baking bread.
“Very good.”
“Okay, open your eyes.”
When I open them I’m standing in the middle of a French street. All the things I heard and smelled are in front of me.
It’s not a perfect projection. I can spot the seams if I look closely. But it’s on par with anything I’ve seen on Earth that doesn’t use a headset. Overhead, stars twinkle beyond strings of electric light bulbs.
“Welcome to Rue Montorgueil,” says Tamara.
As we step forward, the projection adapts and makes the curved corridor appear flat. I’m able to look inside shop windows and see interiors and people as the projection adjusts to my point of view.
We reach the end of the block and the street begins to give way to where we first entered the hotel. I turn around and the French street is still there.
I’ve been in dozens of simulations similar to this on Earth. Every shopping mall has something like it — many new homes too. But what is impressive to me is how it makes use of such a small space, and more importantly; completely created the illusion that I wasn’t standing in the middle of a giant hamster wheel looking at a curving floor.
“We can put just about anything in there that’s on Google Earth. Even things from movies.”
“That’s incredible. It certainly makes living in space easier to deal with.”
“Maybe too easy. I’m not sure I need anything beyond artificial gravity. But I might be in the minority. Still, it’s nice to take a walk anywhere in the world you want when you step out your door. Plus, there’s a good chance you might be directly over that actual place at some point.”
“Yes, it is,” I agree.
“So now that you’ve seen the place, I hope you don’t wreck it.”
I make another forced grin at her favorite joke, then realize she isn’t smiling.

Twenty-Nine
Insecurity

Tamara motions for me to follow her up the ladder and out of the rotating habitat into the weightless section of the station. She says nothing, clearly wanting this conversation to be just between us.
We reach a long tunnel that ends in a sphere filled with windows. Below us, Earth is a bright blue disc being devoured by night as the station continues on its orbit.
Apparently satisfied that nobody can eavesdrop, she locks eyes with me. “Why the hell are you on my station?”
“Testing equipment,” I reply, trying to do my best impersonation of someone acting confused.
“Right. I’ve been going into orbit for twenty years on US and Russian space stations. The one thing I can spot is somebody who is here with an ulterior motive. What’s yours?”
“I don’t have one. I’m just here to do the same thing I did for iCosmos for the past several years.”
I can tell from the cross look on her face that she’s not buying it. “I can have you kicked off here and put back in the next ship.”
“And what would that accomplish?”
I was worried that people might have trouble buying my cover story. Tamara could be a major problem.
While we have no reason not to trust her, we can say the same about most everyone up here. And even if we did have total confidence in her ability to keep a secret, we don’t know if her communications are being monitored by an outside party.
There’s also the fact that Silverback, the leak in the intelligence community, has a number of people reporting to him that have no idea who they’re really working for. So no matter how much I may trust this woman, I can’t tell her anything.
We float in the observation sphere in a kind of stalemate. She’s waiting to see if I break and level with her. That ain’t going to happen. I can’t even hint at a secret motive because that will just give fuel to the fire.
“Alright, answer me this: Is my station safe?” she asks.
Ah, this is what it comes down to. She’s not so much worried that I’m a spy working for some shadowy agency, as much as that I’m here because shit is going to get real — like nuclear.
I guess that’s a reasonable concern given my track record.
“Ms. Collins, let me be perfectly clear, I know of absolutely no threat being made to this space station. My job here is purely research.” Both are technically true.
“I don’t know if you’re a genuine hero or just a shithead in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
“My money is on the latter.”
“Maybe so. I just don’t know which scares me more. You’ve seen what we’re working on here. It’s bigger than any of us or any nation. This is where humanity figures out how we go to the stars.”
“I understand.”
“I’m not sure you do. Ever heard of Theoptra cave?”
“No…”
“It’s in Greece. Neanderthals lived there for a hundred thousand years, then homo sapiens moved in twenty-thousand years ago. They built a wall to block the cold wind. It’s the oldest man-made structure in the world and the first example we have of humanity altering his environment to adapt to changing conditions.”
“That’s fascinating.”
“You don’t get it. What’s my point?”
She and Jessup should get together and write a damn book about peeing cats and Neanderthals.
“I have no idea.”
“We’re here and Neanderthals aren’t because someone had a bold idea to put a lot of effort into making it possible to live where it was inhospitable. That’s the kind of thinking that made it possible for us to survive. That’s what this place is. It’s not playground for whatever geopolitical bullshit that you’re up to. It’s about making sure we don’t turn into a dead end species.”
Jesus, this isn’t a captain looking out for her ship. She treats this place like it’s Noah’s Ark and the one true hope for humanity. This is a religion.
I try to find a point of shared sincerity. “We’re on the same page. We want the same thing. I took this job because it was my best chance of getting back up here.”
She watches me for a second. I think I’m getting to her.
“Bullshit.”
Or maybe not…
She continues, “But I think part of you wants that to be true. I don’t know who your bosses are or what you’re doing, but let them know that I’ll be watching you real close.”
I wonder how much pull Penumbra has? Could they have her replaced? That might cause a lot of headaches and I really don’t want that to happen. But I’m not quite sure if she knows what kind of forces are at work here.
Or maybe she does, and that’s what scares her?
“Alright, let me show you to your lab. Where you can do whatever it is you’re pretending to do,” she says sarcastically.
Just like that, she’s back to being the friendly tour guide. I don’t know if it’s a personality quirk or an acquired trait from working in a close environment with people constantly breathing down your neck.
We go to the end of the section on the opposite side of the station.
The entrance to my module is through a secured door at the back of the section.
Tamara hovers in front of the glass door. “This is the American secure section. It’s your lab and three DARPA modules. You and them are the only ones allowed in here, besides me. And I can only enter the labs escorted or in the event of an emergency.”
“You’re welcome to see mine,” I reply, hoping that assuages some of her suspicion.
“I already have.”
I put a thumb on the lock and nothing happens. “Am I in the system?”
She pulls a tablet from her pocket and checks something. “Looks like that ID system is acting up again. We’ll just have you create a number password.”
I just nod, and pretend this security screwup isn’t a major red flag.

Thirty
The Lab

My lab is a round cylinder ten feet wide and thirty feet long. It was the upper stage of an iCosmos rocket launched into orbit and attached to the Sagan for about the same price as a corporate jet.
Cabinets line one wall with various parts, materials and tools. On the other side is a workbench designed for microgravity and a large 3D printer that can work with just about any material you can feed it.
Rather than sending up a prototype on whatever ship is available and waiting, the engineers down below can transmit the plans of whatever they want tested and have results back in hours instead of weeks of months.
At the far end of the lab is an airlock where most of the testing can take place. Within that chamber I can test the effects of zero-g and vacuum.
For more intense testing, I can exit the other end of the airlock and go into actual space to see how something stands up in the temperature extremes of full sunlight and complete darkness.
To minimize the amount of danger I’m exposed to, there’s one other occupant in the lab; Danger Debbie, a very life-like crash test dummy filled with sensors and simple ranges of motion.
She’s not as sophisticated as the robots you see walking around Google campuses, but in the dark…she might do just fine.
Only five years ago a space lab like this would have been a billion-dollar investment. Now it’s merely a hundred million dollar project. In fact, as evidenced by the Tiki bar liquor section and the onboard chef, it’s become quite fashionable for corporations to conduct research in space or even have their own modules. The actual owner of this one is a government contractor working for the military developing next generation space suits and tools.
I’ve heard that the US/iCosmos station already has enough leases to be profitable. Rumor has it that Vin is thinking about building something an order of magnitude even larger. Crazy times.
Besides the equipment and shapely test-dummy, the other important feature of the lab is the secure communication system.
While I can carry on video conferencing from my space-closet hotel suite, there’s no way to know who might be listening in. Someone wouldn’t even have to tap the network. They could just put a glass to the wall and hear me talk.
This module is designed to government specs and has radio wave blocking insulation as well as a special white noise generator that keeps someone from bouncing a laser off the hull and picking up a conversation — something we’ve been doing to the Russians and the Chinese.
I strap myself into the work station and open up a video feed with Ops.
Baylor’s face appears on the screen. “So you’re all checked in?”
“Yep. Exactly what you said it would be.”
“Have you met the DARPA folks yet?”
“No. They’re across the hall. I expect I’ll run into them shortly. I’ve met some of the others. It’s an interesting assortment.”
“I’m sure you fit right in.”
“Actually, that’s the reason I’m calling. Tell Jessup that I got a pretty good grilling from Tamara Collins. She’s very suspicious of me.”
“We’re not too surprised. She’s a bit anti-military.”
“How anti is she to the part of her paycheck they pay for?”
“Did you tell her anything?”
“Of course not. I just played dumb.”
“She probably runs that routine on everyone when they come up. Anything else?”
“Yeah, security in this section is terrible. The thumbprint scanners don’t work, so our DARPA folks have been using number codes to get into this wing. I’ll find out if that’s the case for their individual modules.”
“Curious.” She types into her computer. “They didn’t report this.”
“Probably because it’ll mean a mile of paperwork and a hold on their work in the lab.”
“Jessup will watch this video, but I’ll make sure to make a note of that and see if we can find out when that happened.”
“Apparently there’s some kind of communication interference affecting the wireless locks. I might take an EVA with a scanner and see if I find anything interesting.”
“Okay. But don’t remove it if you find something. We don’t want anyone knowing that we know.”
“Do I look like an amateur?”
“I reserve judgement. In the mean time, I’m sending up some printer files.”
“For what?”
“The work you’re supposed to be pretending to be doing.”
“Right. Right. I guess I can’t spend all my time snooping around in my deerstalker cap.”
“No. And when you get back to your quarters, call your friend-girl and tell her how awesome it is up there. In case people are listening, and we should assume that they are, you need to at least pretend that you’re a normal human with normal human interactions. Although I’m not sure if I’d call what you two have as normal.”
“We’re just good friends.”
Baylor, normally fairly reserved, does an eye roll. “Maybe you need to work on that.”
“She’s a co-worker.”
“She’s a contractor and the fraternization policies haven’t been written yet for Space Ops.”
“Anything else?” I say a little testily.
“This thumbprint thing has me concerned. It doesn’t exactly narrow down the suspects, does it?”
“No. It kind of broadens the list considerably.”
“Or maybe that was the intent?”
“We need to get our Russian spymaster on this.”
* * *
After we end the feed she sends over the files and I plug them into the 3D printing system to get them started.
Satisfied that I didn’t break anything, I leave them be and head back to the hotel, but not before I set a small camera on the door to let me know if anyone decides to enter my module when I’m not there.
I doubt anyone would try, but you can’t be too careful.

Thirty-One
Update

I make my way back to the hotel and down the ladder. The experience is just as disorienting the second time. It’s like your body is confused by the acceleration and trying to make sense of it, finally deciding that, yes, this is gravity.
On the US/iC station, which will be much larger than the Sagan’s experimental module, you’ll step into an elevator that will then begin to rotate with the wheel and then descend to floor below.
That should be an interesting experience. The US/iC will also have a secondary ring closer to the center that will have Mars-like gravity, enabling research into long term effects of one third gravity. I even saw the blueprints for what they’re calling “The Sandbox,” a terrarium filled with Mars-like dirt for testing equipment wear and hydroponics. Space is happening fast.
I climb up into my bunk and give Laney a call. Her face appears on the screen above me. The image of the rocket glow reflecting off her cheeks still feels warm in my memory.
She’s sitting at a desk in a generic corporate office.
“So, how was your first day at camp? Were all the kids nice to you?” she asks.
“It’s really cool up here. You have to come see it.” We’re pretending this is a friendly check-in between two work buddies in case anyone is watching.
I’m on the books as a consultant for AstroFirma, the company that actually owns the lab I’m working in up here. Laney is listed as my assistant. I pushed for a better job title for her, but because she didn’t finish her degree and has no publicly known qualifications, this is the best they could do.
I pushed Penumbra to hire Laney because I really don’t like the idea of going into space without having her watching my back, and I think she could use the work.
“What’s the artificial gravity habitat like?” she asks.
“Amazing. The projection mapping is incredible. You don’t notice the curvature. In a larger environment it’ll be incredible.”
“You know there’s some debate in the space community if that defeats the purpose of going into space. Why bother if you’re just going to make it look like Earth, that kind of thing.”
“I can tell you from my limited experience that being able to work in zero-gravity and then come back here and feel a little less disoriented is very relaxing for my monkey brain.”
“If they build New Terra, they won’t even need that.”
That’s the name of the gigantic space station construction firms are talking about building after US/iCosmos. Right now everyone wants to see what works and what doesn’t. There’s no point to planning a trillion-dollar enterprise too early if it won’t all work.
“That’ll be something to see, Earth curving up over your head.”
“Have you been to Mars Canyon?”
That’s the underground research facility in Utah where they’re figuring out how to build a city on Mars.
“No. Have you?”
“I’m dying to see it. They have a full hotel now.”
“Cool. Let’s go check it out when I get back.”
This gets me a smile and then a moment of awkwardness as we both remember that we’re playing to people who might be listening.
Is she wondering if my offer was sincere, or just acting? I’d love to tell her it’s the real thing, but that would just send the wrong message to any potential eavesdropper.
I could bring it up again when I’m in the secure module in the lab, but that might just be weird.
“Have you had a chance to meet the other researchers?”
“A few of them. Everyone is very friendly here. They’ve even got a zero-g Tiki bar.”
She gives me a skeptical face. “Is there any actual research being done up there? Or is this just a scam for clever grant writers?”
“I suspect both, to be honest.”
“And how is the lab?”
“Great. Just like the one back on Earth.”
AstroFirma let me spend a day with some of their engineers in their replica on Earth so I’d know what the hell everything was supposed to do.
“And how is the competition?” asks Laney.
“The what?”
“Don’t act like you don’t know who I’m talking about.”
For a second I think she’s talking about Samantha Turco. That’s a little possessive for a platonic friend. Then I realize she means Debbie Danger.
“To be honest, she’s not much to talk to.”
“Uh huh. And you pretend that’s a bad thing, why?”
“I need a woman with intelligence.”
“Sure…I’ve seen that thing. Did they have to make her look like a pinup?”
“Anthropomorphizing the test dummy means I’m supposed to treat her more realistically.”
“Well, don’t be too realistic. Anyway, enough small talk. Did you get those 3D files I sent you?”
“Yes. They’re printing now.”
We spend the next twenty minutes debating the merits of the boots I’m printing. They’re intended to be a more compact design that will work in a spacewalk as well as walking around in a station with artificial gravity.
I get a notification from one of the researchers with the DARPA lab inviting me to meet him at his lab. This should be interesting.
“Hey, Laney. I got to go take a meeting. I’ll ping you when I’m free.”
“It’s with Debbie, isn’t it? She’s calling you. That’s how the robots take over, you know.”
I check the clock and realize it’s morning in Orlando. “Will you be around later?”
“Yeah. After work I have a class. But I’ll be free later.”
“A class?”
“I forgot to tell you. I’m doing an MIT extension program. You think I want to be your personal assistant the rest of my life?”
She gives me a friendly wink and closes the transmission.
Well, well, look at her. I tried to give her an easy way into iCosmos, but she seems pretty determined to do this on her own steam. One heck of a girl.

Thirty-Two
Science Fair

Dr. Ben Attwell is floating in front of the entrance to the American secure section when I go back into the Sagan zero-g section. He’s in his early fifties and has the same friendly smile I saw in his dossier.
Although it wouldn’t be out of character to know who everybody is on this station, I let him make the introduction.
“Mr. Dixon. Pleasure to meet you,” he says, shaking my hand. “Tamara says you’ve already been in your lab. Think you’ll be able to get some work done up here?”
“Hopefully. If I can stay clear of the happy hour.”
He puts a thumb on the lock and the door slides open. I guess it didn’t decide to be as temperamental this time.
“I looked up your file and saw your government classification. I’m allowed to give you a tour of some of the DARPA labs if you’d like, and introduce you to my co-workers.”
“That would be great.”
This guy is trying way too hard. He suspects I’m up here because of the breach and wants to show how open and guilt-free he is.
Which makes me think that while he’s probably innocent of the theft and sabotage, he knows he may have slipped up in his security protocols which led to what happened.
He goes to the hatch opposite my own. “This is Cara Yancey’s section. She’s our materials scientist working on some cool things.”
The door slides open and reveals a woman in a blue jumpsuit with her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail hovering over a lab bench looking through a microscope.
She turns around and smiles at us. “You must be our new neighbor.”
Her lab is lined with small machines that resemble the large format 3D printer in my own lab. Racks of cylinders are stacked on top of each one.
“You’re admiring my molecular printers?” She drifts over and pats the front panel of one. “I can produce just about any chemical compound you can name and have my assemblers make something with it.”
Each one of these probably costs a million dollars. I count twenty of them.
“Well, I’m impressed. Can you do any food assembly with them?”
“You’ll have to ask Samantha about that. I tried to make filet mignon in one of these and it didn’t turn out so well.”
“We’re lucky the CDC didn’t shut us down,” says Attwell.
“Here, let me show you something.” Cara floats over to a bin and pulls out a small square of silky material and hands it to me.
The surface is extremely smooth. I give it a pull and the material resists. “What am I looking at?”
“Watch.” She takes the square from me and places it into a cylinder that leads to a clear plastic chamber.
She uses a pair of gloves to spray the cloth with a black paint-like substance. It just forms globules then drifts away.
“Stain proof?”
“Hold on.” She dumps the contents of a small bottle at the cloth, pelting it with a fine powder. “This is a moon dust analog.”
The dust bounces off the material and seems to try to avoid it when she whirls the cloth around the chamber.
She presses a button and a vacuum sucks all the dust away and the chamber is cleared except for the cloth. She loads that back into the cylinder and hands it to me.
I inspect the surface. “There’s nothing there.”
“Correct. As you probably know, lunar dust is so finely ground it provides a major health risk to space workers. The same for Martian perchlorate. This is completely particulate phobic.”
“We should build habitats and spacesuits out of that stuff.”
“We don’t need to. It’s a spray. When it wears down it turns purple so you know where to give it a touch up.”
“You’re brilliant,” I reply.
She shakes her head. “I didn’t invent the stuff. Some guys at CalTech did. I’m just the one up here who gets to play with all the toys.”
“That spray could save us billions of dollars on the lunar base and Martian exploratory missions,” says Attwell, doing his job defending the cost of this facility. “But Cara is being modest. She’s developed a space-silk material that’s an excellent insulator.”
“It’s a work in progress,” she replies. “You been to the plasma lab? That’s the cool stuff. That’s where Ben gets to play.”
“I’m saving that for last,” says Atwell.
We leave Cara to her work and float over to the second DARPA module.
Inside, a young man by the name of John Ling is hovering in front of a computer display, looking at frequency spectrums like the one I saw back at Penumbra.
Attwell introduces us and Ling’s face lights up when he hears my name.
“Wait, you’re the David Dixon?” he says excitedly and strips off his gloves to shake my hand.
“Yep.” I look around at all his equipment.
“This is an honor.”
Sometimes I get that. Sometimes.
“I have a million questions for you,” he says.
Please god, don’t be a Space Truther.
“I want to know everything about the lasers the Russians hit you with.”
“You probably know more than I do.”
“You’d be surprised at how little they tell us. Even me, a laser scientist working on top secret projects. You think it would help to know what the other guys are up to.”
Either Ling doesn’t know that something in his lab ended up on a Chinese satellite and shot a US bird, or he’s an incredible actor.
As he talks, I watch Attwell out of the corner of my eye. Ling seems oblivious to the effect this topic is having on his boss.
Interesting. I’m not sure what to make of that, but clearly Attwell is more worried than I suspected.
“I’ll see if I can get someone to forward you the information about what happened. All I know is they almost poked a hole in my ship and nearly blinded me.”
“Yeah, but through your heat shield. And the optics to target you through the atmosphere with the other had to be incredible.”
I decide to distract him from this conversation. I point to a box at the back of the module. “What’s that?” I ask.
Inside the glass door there’s another chamber the size of a microwave.
“Oh that? This is where we grow laser crystals. Do you know anything about how that works?”
“No…enlighten me.”

Thirty-Three
Illumination

Ling drifts over to the chamber, excited to show off his shiny toy to someone new. “Laser chemistry is part science, part dumb luck. Kind of like superconducting materials. You never quite know how something is going to turn out until you make it. With lasers, you need a material that absorbs energy, light, kinetic or even nuclear and then converts it into something useful. For synthetic crystals — what we make here — doping it with different materials can have unexpected results. You might find that a material is much more efficient or can be tuned to a specific wavelength with a unique application.
“What this machine does is start by growing a seed, a tiny precisely aligned piece of crystal, and then feeding in the raw materials, superheating them and letting them grow — kind of like a giant snowflake.” He waves me over to the window. “Look inside, what do you notice?”
There’s a small box suspended in the middle. “The inner chamber isn’t attached to the walls. Is it just floating there?”
“Exactly. The ideal way to grow these crystals is in zero-gravity. Our next problem is all the vibrations. This outer chamber is a vacuum and the inner one is suspended via magnets that constantly adapt to any changes. The computer even adjusts for the precise difference in orbit this machine has in relationship to the rest of the station.”
They said the the Chinese laser was grown from a fragment of crystal made here — which poses the question, how did it get out of this box and onto the Chinese satellite?
Ling is so earnest, it’s hard to believe he’d knowingly do something like that. Meanwhile, I can sense Attwell hovering behind me, watching this exchange, waiting to see if I reveal myself.
“Pretty cool,” I say in that way when someone is starting to get bored. “We’ll have to get one of these for my lab.”
“It’s a hundred-million-dollar machine,” replies Attwell, a little smugly. “It’s the only one in existence.”
I already know this, and how the machine works — well, roughly. My clueless comment was intended to throw him off my scent.
I think it worked. Or he’s still working me.
I want to get more details out of Ling, but I need to do it when Attwell isn’t hovering over his shoulder.
Back on Earth they told me how materials make it from here to the transport ship. The question is if this is how things are actually done here, or do they take shortcuts that could be compromised.
Someone once told me about a breach in a nuclear enrichment facility where one pound of plutonium went missing. Inspectors were shocked to find that in a facility patrolled by armed guards and more tightly locked down than the Pentagon, workers had deactivated an alarm on a door they kept propped open so they didn’t have to walk back through all that security for their smoke breaks.
The kicker was the doorstop turned out to be the missing plutonium. While only mildly radioactive, and nowhere near the health threat of their cigarettes, it was a prime example of security being so tight that it negates itself.
I’ve already seen the faulty fingerprint locks. I can only wonder what other safeguards have been ignored for practicality’s sake. If Attwell has his way, I’ll never know.
“Let me show you my lab,” says Attwell.
“Thank you for showing me this, Dr. Ling.”
“My pleasure. It’s nice to have another person here I’m officially allowed to show this to.”
Were I some Gestapo inspector subtly grilling the man, I’d ask him what he means by “officially allowed.” That sounds a lot like there might be unofficial tours conducted for people without clearance.
Again, sensing Attwell’s watching eye, I say nothing. I just make a mental note to find out when Ling goes to the Tiki bar and test his tolerance for space cocktails.
Attwell follows me into his lab then shuts the door. There are two separate sections divided by a hatch in the middle. Inside the other chamber there’s a meter-wide glass porthole at the end of a long tube that’s connected to the hull.
“You ready for the real show?” asks Attwell as he turns down the lights. “Stay right here.”
He steps into the other airlock and seals the door. His voice is amplified by a speaker on the wall. “This is just a precaution.”
Attwell takes the arm from a spacesuit and slips it on. He then flicks several switches and a blue glow appears behind the glass of the porthole.
“Now comes the cool part.” Attwell opens up the door.
I float down so I can see through the other end. The edge of the Earth is visible just beyond.
“Wait? Is that open to vacuum?” I ask.
“Yes, sir. A plasma force field, for lack of a better term, is holding the atmosphere inside this section. Right now there’s nothing between space and me, except a bunch of very excited ions trapped in a magnetic field.”
I’d heard of this kind of thing being tested in Earth laboratories. I didn’t know we’d already had prototypes we could test in space.
This is real science fiction stuff. It’s why the Millennium Falcon could land in the Death Star docking bay without an airlock door. And now I’m looking at a real one…
“Ready to have your mind blown?” Attwell’s enthusiasm overtakes his skepticism of me.
“I think that already happened.”
“Watch this…” Attwell shoves his sleeved arm through the blue glow and into the vacuum of space.
“Holy cow! That’s a force field!”
He retracts his arm, shuts the door and shuts the machine off. “Also a very energy hungry force field. We’re working on how to more precisely tune it to increase the efficiency.”
“How do you not get electrocuted?”
“Trade secret. What I can tell you is that shield can also be used to block out cosmic rays.”
“That would be great for manned travel.”
“Dixon, if we figure this out, you could float in space without a suit or use bubbles of plasma on Earth to make things levitate.”
“Hoverboards.”
“Isn’t that what this is all about?”
“Where do I sign up?”
“Just don’t get in our way,” he says with a forced smile.

Thirty-Four
Space Shoes

I spend the rest of the day working in my lab doing my best to assemble the parts the 3D printer produced. Although there’s a robotic assembler with three arms on my bench, I want to give it a go myself, so I can sound reasonably informed if anyone asks.
The boot is designed to fit at the end of a standard iCosmos coupling. Much smaller than the ski boot things we wear on space walks, it’s got a flexible sole and grip on the bottom that can vacuum-grasp the outside of a space station and let you walk on carpet in gravity without feeling like you’re stomping through a ski lodge.
Once I get the parts in place, I decide to give the shoe a test — inside the space station. At some point I’ll have to live up to my role as human guinea pig and try it outside the station, but I want to do the easy part first in case the thing just falls to pieces.
We might be able to regrow toes after space frostbite, but there’s no need to push that boundary just yet.
I slide them over my feet and flex. They’re surprisingly more comfortable than hiking boots. Maybe there’s something to them after all.
As I leave my lab, Yancey is floating down the module towards the door. She opens it, letting me pass.
“Nice shoes,” she says.
“These old things?” I reply, rotating in mid-air to face her.
“You make those?”
“I just printed them out. The folks below are the ones that designed them.”
She reaches out and touches the sole. “Cool. Gripping fibers. I like the honeycomb reinforcement. You going to test them in the hotel?”
It took her all of three seconds to figure out exactly what the shoes did. She’s real smart. Hell, everyone here is probably a genius — well, except this guy. I have to keep that in mind.
“Yeah, I want to make sure if they’re going to fall apart it’ll happen in here.”
“Good call. You don’t want what happened to the last AstroFirma tester happening to you.”
“Right,” I nod, trying to hide how damn curious I am to know.
“At least they can grow toes back,” she adds.
Jesus Christ.
I reach the ladder to the hotel, grab the handrail and do my first test with the shoes carrying my weight as I descend.
They grip the rungs just right, using some kind of intelligent software that can tell what my feet are trying to do.
I reach the bottom and take my first few steps using the shoes in Earth gravity.
They’re more boot-like than thin athletic shoe or space slipper, but after a few strides I forget they’re even there.
When I stroll into the lounge, Schroeder, my pilot to the station, is eating a salad.
“Nice shoes.”
“Thanks.” I drop down into the seat across from her. “Nice to eat a meal that doesn’t come out of a bag.”
“I’ll say. How’s your lab?”
I point to the shoes. “I’m waiting to find out if my toes fall off. When you headed back?”
“They finished loading the trunk, so my next insertion is in two hours.”
“Does anyone do an EVA to move cargo?”
“No. It’s all done through a robotic arm that removes everything and places it into an airlock or outside the station. That’s what I was supervising while you were sightseeing.”
“And it loads the ship too?”
“Yes. Someone supervises it from the command center. I have to watch and make sure the automatics don’t punch a hole in the side of the ship.” She changes the topic, “So, think you can handle being up here for six weeks?”
“I’m ready to buy property. I love the mixed gravity thing, but I’m still trying to adjust.”
“It’s weird. The first couple times I ran cargo here it took me a while to get used to the sensation. Right now I’d swear we were in a Hilton back on Earth. It’s hard to wrap my head around the idea we’re in space.” She points up towards the zero-g section. “I hope people just don’t forget what it was really like.”
“You know what, I never flew in the Wright Flyer or sailed the seas in a dugout canoe. Maybe it’s okay if future generations experience something a little safer.”
“Perhaps. I’m just looking forward to being able fly a little further than 300 miles from the Earth’s surface.”
“You trying to get in the iCosmos deep space mission?”
She holds up her crossed fingers. “Here’s hoping I make the cut. What about you?”
“I’m still trying to figure out my place in all this. When I was a kid I just wanted to be a pilot. But that job is becoming more and more babysitting the robots as they do the work. No offense.”
“None taken. I became a pilot so I could go into space.”
“Me too, sort of. I guess. Maybe I had my fill of flying things for a while.”
“You pretty much set all the records, Dixon. I’ve gone over that maneuver you did in Rio and still can’t quite figure out how you pulled that off.”
“Never underestimate the power of fear and stupidity. Anyway, I’ve only been here a day, but maybe I could get used to this kind of space work.” I lift a shoe. “Assuming I get to keep all my body parts.”
“You do that.” She checks her watch then gets up. “Time for me to start my preflight.”
“Don’t be a stranger.”
“Likewise.” She smiles, hesitates for a moment then leans in close so nobody else can hear. “Something I’ve been meaning to tell you. God forbid you ever find yourself in another situation like you did, but if you do and need some help, let me know. You have a lot more friends than you realize. People willing do to anything for you.”
“People willing to steal a hundred-million dollar rocket and rescue me in a third-world country?” I reply.
Before I can even smirk, she replies, “Abso-fucking-luteley,” then clasps my shoulder.

Thirty-Five
Downlink

Back inside my secure lab, I call down to Earth and get Admiral Jessup and Captain Baylor’s faces on my monitor.
“I read your preliminary report,” says Jessup. “What’s your current assessment of the security here?”
“Well, first off, Attwell and Collins are totally suspicious of me. Collins is worried that I’m here because there’s going to be something that could destroy her station about to happen. And Attwell is totally spooked. I don’t know what he knows about the laser from one of his labs ending up on the Chinese satellite, but he’s totally paranoid about me.”
“I expected as much. Collins is just agitated by anyone with a military connection.”
“Her largest renter is DARPA,” I reply.
“Yes, but she sees Attwell and his team as pure research. You’re an unknown factor to her. Do you think she has any idea why you’re there?”
“Not that she’s let on. I think she just doesn’t want a repeat of what happened on the Korolev.”
“That makes two of us. While Attwell hasn’t officially been told what happened, he’s a very smart guy with lots of back channel connections. He knew an inspection would be happening sooner than later.”
“But I’m not DARPA.”
“True. But he also suspects, rightfully, that we’d be doing an undercover inspection too.”
“So the two most important people on the station are already on to me on day one? That must be a record.”
“Dixon, if I wanted to send a spy, I would have sent one. Besides, I’m more worried about whoever is on to you that isn’t letting you know. What was Ling like?”
“About as earnest as you could expect. And Yancey came to the station after the Silver Glass went missing, so I don’t know if she has any clue as to what I’m up to.”
“And the other personnel on the station?”
“I haven’t interacted with everyone yet. But it’s a pretty good cast of characters for a murder mystery.”
“And what is your assessment of the security?”
“On paper I think it probably looked sound to whoever signed off on it. In practice, it’s a disaster. The fingerprint scanners have to use a wireless network that’s not always working. This means that the DARPA folks are using number codes that could be swiped by anyone with a camera hidden in the right place.” I hold up a small credit-shaped piece of plastic. “I put this on the outside of the secure section and saw Yancey and Ling enter in their codes. You could do the same from the security cameras.”
Baylor speaks up, “What about access logs?”
“People go back and forth so many times up here, I’d be amazed if anyone could accurately tell you when they were in a specific spot.”
“What about camera footage recording when people go through the secure section?” asks Baylor.
“Besides the problem you mentioned with the Earth-based backup, I think it would be pretty easy to spoof the cameras using video projection. I wouldn’t believe anything they showed me.”
“So anybody could theoretically have access to that lab,” says Jessup.
“Yes. Although…I’m no expert at this thing, clearly, but part of me wonders if that’s the whole point?”
“What do you mean?”
“I’ve been here one day and I can already see that any motivated person could gain access to the lab. And as you point out, I’m no spy.”
“You’re saying the security vulnerabilities are intended to be intentionally obvious?”
“It’s like the crime show where the husband who murders his wife goes through the trouble of breaking a window so it looks like an intruder.”
“Which would point to Attwell,” says Jessup.
“Yes, but that might be a little too on the nose. I was thinking that whoever stole Silver Glass had some other method to do it. The fingerprint scanners and faulty cameras are just a red herring.”
“So, who and how?”
“I don’t know. My starting point is going to be finding out if the wonky scanners are just an accident or something intentional. Collins said that there was some RF leakage from another section that was creating the issue. Finding the source of that might be illuminating.”
“Do you plan on searching the station?”
“Just the outside.”
“Do you have a means to do that without arousing suspicion?”
I hold up my new space shoes and let them float in front of the camera. “I’m going to take these out for a test run and see what I find.”
“Won’t you need someone to be a spotter on the spacewalk?”
“I put a request in to the station messaging system and got a volunteer from our resident biologist and barista.”
“Samantha Turco?” asks Jessup.
“Yes. She’s logged a hundred hours in EVAs, so she’s qualified. What do you know about her?”
“Very little. She was a NASA payload specialist but never went up with them. She got recruited by a chemical company to do research on the Sagan. One of several people that left the program to go private.”
“It’s a faster way into space,” I reply.
“Do you trust her?” asks Baylor.
“No. I don’t trust anyone that much.”
“So what’s your plan if she’s the man we’re looking for? Isn’t letting her escort you while you’re looking for the jammer a risk?”
“I have a solution for that. I’ll be using a frequency scanner to look for the device. It also doubles as a magnetometer. Which is something I’d use if I wanted to see how well magnetic books cling to different parts of the station.”
“No offense, Dixon, but these are very clever people. She’s going to see through that if she’s the spy.”
“True. Which brings me to my second test.”
“And that is?”
“If I don’t come back from this walk, then you know she’s suspect number one.”
“This is not a well-thought out plan,” says Jessup.
“If you wanted one of those, you wouldn’t have sent me.”

Thirty-Six
Lifeguard

As Samantha Turco inspects my suit before we shut the airlock, I keep thinking to myself that this is someone that might want me dead. Behind those green eyes and high cheekbones is a calculating person. And now I’m going to step outside into the vacuum of space with her and a pair of shoes that I assembled myself.
Jessup had been clear to me that my mission was just fact-finding. I was only up here on the Sagan to figure out how the Silver Glass material could have been stolen from the lab and given to the Chinese, not to gather everyone in the drawing room and use my deductive reasoning powers to finger the culprit.
But that doesn’t mean that whoever did it knows that. Hell, given my record of space kills, they could think I was some kind of government assassin with a license to kill sent to the Sagan to eliminate the leak.
I can only imagine their level of paranoia, given my own. Although, Jessup said in a briefing that someone capable of committing this crime may be a high degree sociopath. In that case, they may feel nothing and only be looking for an opportunity to off me.
“So what happens if your little bootie breaks and starts leaking oxygen?” asks Turco.
“One, you use that roll of tape on your hip to seal the leak as quickly as possible. Two, don’t call it a ‘bootie.’ That doesn’t sound very space-worthy.”
“Sorry. What happens if the tape slips from my hand? Hypothetically?” There’s a gleam in her eye that could be either playful or sadistic, depending on whether or not you’re about to put your life in her hands.
“You get me back to the airlock as fast as you can.”
“Got it. But let’s say the boot breaks apart completely and you go shooting off into space because all the air in your suit is propelling you like a balloon?”
“You pull me back on the tether.”
“What if it breaks?”
“It shouldn’t.”
“What if you go flying off, crack your head, get a concussion and go unconscious and I get tangled in the tether and have to cut my way free?”
“Have you been thinking of these scenarios since you volunteered, or are they something that comes to you on the spot?”
“A little bit of both.”
“Radio check.”
“Loud and clear,” she replies.
I clamp my tether next to hers on the inside of the lock and press the red button that sucks all the air out of the chamber. A minute later the outer doors slide open.
“What if…” Samantha starts to say.
“Enough.” I’m about to ask her if she can’t already tell how nervous I am, but realize that’s the point. She knows. “Remind me why you volunteered?”
“I was bored?”
“Fair enough.”
“How do your toes feel?”
I wriggle them inside the boot and flex the arch. “Not bad. It’s a little tighter in vacuum, but not that much. Let’s see how the smart cilia work in space.”
I gently push myself from the airlock and glide over the lower module at an angle until my feet touch the metal cylinder below.
They immediately grab hold of the surface. It’s not the clanking sensation of magnetic boots, but more subtle.
I’d say it feels like walking on flypaper, but these shoes give way and let me raise a foot without too much struggle. There’s a bit of a delay, but that can probably be compensated for in the software.
Samantha floats out of the lock and drifts overhead. She’s got a rocket gun that propels her wherever she points it. It’s really just a cylinder of compressed air that feeds to two tubes spread about a foot apart; it’s not that much different than what the Gemini astronauts used over fifty years ago.
Sometimes when something works, there’s not point to trying to mess with it. My space boots on the other hand, they could be a useful improvement if they work.
I start walking across the module, moving carefully. Trying to stride is difficult. The boots want you to take perfect heel toe steps.
But for standing still, they’re quite good. And considering that I just wore them inside the gravity section of the station, they’re a great first attempt for a prototype.
“What’s the verdict?” asks Samantha.
I take the magnetometer from my waist and nod to the secure module ahead of me. “I want to see how they work on different surfaces.”
“I think that’s all metal.”
“There should be some plastic panelling on part of my lab.”
“Just don’t go stomping on Ling’s lab. He’ll have a fit over his vibration compensator.”
Interesting. While that piece of equipment isn’t a secret by itself, the cavalier way Samantha mentioned it raises my suspicions a little.
Has Ling given all of the available women a private tour of his laser lab against DARPA procedures?
“I’ll be careful.”
I take measured steps and scan the outside of the station for anything that looks like it might be a transmitter capable of messing with the keypad signal.
While the jammer wouldn’t have to be very big, it’d either need a large battery pack or be plugged into a station power source.
As I walk along, I compare the hull with a wire-frame station blueprint projected on the inside of my helmet.
The number of things sticking to the outside is overwhelming. The map shows me objects like; “airlock piston release valve,” “photovoltaic temperature conduit sensor line” and “modular docking thread stress indicator jack.”
It’s like a human body with all the guts on the outside.
Nothing stands out, so I start walking over the side of the module. There’s a large array of radiator fins two feet from where they’re supposed to be according to my plans.
That’s a mistake, although that isn’t all that surprising, modifications are always to be expected. You just hope that it’s because the engineers who assembled this thing had a better idea and not an incomplete one.
Still, it’s worth inspecting.

Thirty-Seven
Footfall

I start to walk over the module then stop as something tugs at my waist. For a moment I think Turco is playing a trick on me — literally yanking my chain.
When I see her shadow drift across the next module, I look up as she drifts high overhead, using the handheld rocket gun to guide her.
“Hey, Supergirl, mind checking my tether? I think I’m caught on something.”
“Roger that.” She swings her arm the other way and gives the trigger a squeeze. A blast of compressed air shoots out from the two nozzles and sends her back towards the airlock.
The outer surface of the module is a little more barren here than the section I started on. There’s some pipes and electrical conduit, but nothing that screams “Secret Chinese Spy Gear.”
The tension is released from my tether and I can walk freely again.
I step into the shadow of the next module and have to wait a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. While there’s plenty of ambient light when the station is on the dayside of the Earth, the contrast between direct light and shadow is pretty severe without the use of artificial vision.
Near my feet there’s a small box the size of a deck of cards. The heads-up display lists it as “Temperature sensor 22D.”
While nothing stands out about it by itself, there’s another box about ten feet away the display says is Temperature sensor 23D. Which is all fine, both should be there, but the casings look different to me. Both should be painted the same slightly metallic white that’s used to reflect as much heat as possible. However box 23 is slightly discolored. It doesn’t quite match.
I move over to the faded box for a closer inspection. There’s definitely something funky about it. Not only is it a different color, it’s about a inch longer than the other. A detail you’d never notice unless you were looking for it.
I reach down to grab the box, hoping that it’s just magnetically attached, but the box refuses to budge.
Okay, maybe it’s not supposed to come off…
Then again, maybe whoever put it here used some kind of space glue.
I kneel down, grasp the box with both hands and push with my legs.
There’s a jet of vapor and for a moment I’m afraid I just ripped a hole in another space station.
Then I realize that it’s not the station that’s venting air.
It’s my suit.
Specifically my prototype shoes. I just broke a seal inside of them.
Although my thermal garment has socks, I can feel my right foot getting very cold, very quickly and my toes starting to swell.
“Turco!” I call for her help.
“On my way!”
I stand up, hoping that straightening my ankle will stop the leak. Except I do it too quickly and suddenly find myself drifting away from the station.
As I drift upwards, I spot Samantha holding on to a rail, just watching me.
What is she doing?
“Turco?”
“Hold on,” she replies.
“I can feel my foot getting numb. I don’t know how long my ankle seal will hold.”
She’s still sitting there doing nothing. I grab my tether and start pulling myself back in.
“Don’t do that,” she says.
“Well…since you’re not doing anything,” I reply testily.
“I am.”
“Watching me vent out?”
“I’m waiting for you to reach the end of the tether…there.”
She aims her rocket gun at me and pulls the trigger. Her body lurches forward as she starts to fly in my direction. Midway to me, she takes her sealing tape from her belt and pulls out a foot-long strip.
We both reach the end of our tethers at the same time and start to snap back together. She reaches out with the tape and quickly wraps it around my leak then uses the rest of the roll to cover the seal.
I watch as she runs her gloved fingers over the patch, making sure nothing is leaking.
She gives my toes a good squeeze. “Can you feel that?”
“Nope.” I move my left foot next to my right. “Try that one.”
She grips the tip of my shoe. “Anything?”
I think I can faintly feel the pressure. “Maybe…”
“Let’s get you back into the airlock and have Dr. Warren take a look at your foot. Hopefully he won’t have to amputate.”
I know she’s joking, the exposure was minimal, but I’ve suddenly become a bit of a hypochondriac.
I give the tether a pull and start drifting back towards the airlock. Her quick fix will probably last longer than the rest of the shoes, but I don’t want to push things any further than I have with the prototypes.
When I reach the airlock Turco isn’t behind me. In fact, I can’t even see her.
“Turco?”
“Just a second. Making sure your shoes didn’t damage the station.”
“Yes, well, I’d like to keep my toenails. If that’s okay with you.”
She floats into view from below the airlock. “You’ll be fine.”
“Easy for you to say,” I reply, doing my best to maintain the friendly banter, while secretly wondering what the hell she was really up to.
In my near panic over my shoe breaking, I lost track of box 23. I don’t know if it came loose and drifted off into space or is still there, hanging half-off.
Turco pulls herself inside the lock and presses the button sealing the door then turns to me. “Good thing you brought an escort.”
I return the smile. While the broken shoe wasn’t planned, waiting to see what she did was. I could have pulled myself back into the airlock by my own tether anytime I wanted.
“Sorry for leaving you hanging,” she says. “I once saw someone crack their helmet on another astronaut when they accelerated too quickly and didn’t anticipate the tether stopping the other person’s momentum.”
“It seemed the smart thing to do.”
Actually, it was the coldly rational thing to do. Which is either a sign of her professionalism or complete lack of empathy.

Thirty-Eight
Impatient

My foot, thankfully still attached to my leg, is resting on the table in the hotel lounge as Warren inspects it.
Presently it’s about a third larger than it should be — and purple. Getting the boot off was a bit of a challenge and the pain was like a thousand hot needles being shoved into my skin — and still is.
Warren won’t give me a painkiller because he’s trying to assess any potential nerve damage. I’m doing my best not to complain because I’ve gathered an audience including half the people on Sagan station.
“So your shoe broke?” asks Tamara.
“Yes. I think there was a problem with one of the joints.”
She picks up the boot and inspects Turco’s handiwork. “What were you doing?”
“Uh, just giving it a flex test.”
“That far away from the airlock?”
“I needed to see how well the gripping mechanism worked.”
“Right. But that far away from the airlock on a first test?”
Whether by intent or accident, she’s put me in a precarious position.
“This model had been tested before…”
“Has it?” She sets the boot back down and watches as Warren touches parts of my foot, eliciting different kinds of pain and accompanying groans from me. “Do I need to call up a ship?”
That’s the last thing I need. She’s obviously worried that I may have damaged my foot to the point that I need Earth-side medical treatment.
Actually…there might have been a touch of hopefulness in her voice. While she hasn’t been outright hostile to me — certainly accusatory — she’s obviously uncomfortable about my presence on the station. Any chance to get rid of me probably sounds appealing to her.
“There’s not much more they could do for him down there,” says Warren. “The skin is bruised, but there’s no frostbite. If Mr. Dixon can manage the pain he should be fine in a while.”
“How long is a while?” I try to ask as nonchalantly as possible.
“Probably just a few hours. The swelling will go down. I’d recommend a good foot massage after that to make sure all the tissue is getting blood.”
He squeezes each of my toenails, making me grunt like a sadist’s piano.
“I think you’ll keep the toenails.”
“Well, that’s a plus.”
Warren picks up my shoe. “Maybe you hold off on testing any more footwear for a while? Do your employers have other work for you to do up here?”
“Scads,” I reply, using that word for the first time since my SAT.
Attwell is standing over Warren’s shoulder, staring at my over-sized foot. “How the hell did you make it down here?”
I nod to Turco. “She helped. I figure it would be better to have first-aid in a gravity environment instead of in free fall.”
“Too bad,” says Warren. “I would have loved the practice.”
“Next time I’ll be more considerate.”
Warren closes his medical kit. “Good thing Samantha was there to help in time.”
“Yeah…she did take her sweet time,” I say in jest.
“I was waiting to see if you were going to explode.”
“The human body doesn’t explode in space,” says Warren.
“I know. But one can hope.”
Technically, I’ve seen a person explode in space. But it’s an experience so morbid that I don’t care to ever describe it to anyone.
“Keep your weight off the foot for a few hours,” says Warren as he stands up to leave.
“Is it better to do that down here or up in zero-gravity?” I ask.
He shrugs. “We still don’t have enough research on that to tell you. If you’re willing to let the other foot go through the same trauma after this one heals, we could try a controlled experiment with one in gravity and then one weightless.”
I can’t tell if he’s joking. “Maybe I’ll just let that be a mystery and take my chances down here.”
The onlookers begin to go back to work one by one, now that the emergency and novelty is over. I get plenty of well wishes from everyone, but I can also sense that they’re looking at me, wondering if I just bring bad luck with me. That’s a good question, even coming from me.
I’m finally left alone in the lounge and use the time waiting for my foot to go back to normal to file a report on my laptop. Tamara had fetched it for me from my room. I trusted her to go in there because she can always waltz in anytime she wants. And the less distrustful I seemed, hopefully would make me more trustworthy.
The pain is still really, really intense but is gradually fading. I spend at least twenty minutes trying to write the first paragraph of my evaluation because I can’t concentrate.
Since this is an actual AstroFirm report, and anybody could read it, I’m intentionally vague on certain details. I just say that I was doing a flexion test and a seal gave way. I already suspect that the range of motion I put the shoe through was beyond what the engineers were anticipating. Also, there’s the chance that the material the 3D printer used for that joint wasn’t up to standard — something I should have tested for if I wasn’t so eager to play space spy.
“That looks almost normal,” says Samantha as she steps into the lounge with a towel covered tray.
I glance down at my foot and notice that it’s close to the size of my other one. “Yeah. Sorry you don’t get to see an amputation.”
“Next time.” She gives me that smile that’s either very mischievous or sinister.
“You bring your dinner down so you can watch me suffer?”
“Almost.” She takes the towel off the tray and reveals a steaming bowl of water and a wash cloth. “Warren said it would be a good idea to start stimulating the tissue now. And it might still be painful for you. So, win-win.”
Despite her mocking cruelty, she carefully lifts my foot and places a warm towel underneath then begins to gently wash the skin with warm water.
At first I feel the skin pricks again, but soon they fade and give way to genuine pleasure as she uses her fingers to knead the muscles of my foot while avoiding too much pressure on the swollen areas.
I know this is clinical, but there’s something sensual about the way she’s doing this. Technically, she’s not even on the station roster as medical staff.
“This is very kind of you,” I say, for lack of anything intelligent.
“I almost became a physical therapist; then realized I liked chemistry better.”
“Physical therapy’s loss.”
She winks at me. “Not completely.”
I try to pretend this is about as interesting as getting a tooth filled and not that an attractive, brilliant woman with mysterious, if not deadly intent, is caressing me.
“Feel better?” she says, drying off the foot.
“Very much.”
Her eyes narrow. “Want me to massage the other?”
I feel a range of emotions at the way she just asked that question. I nervously look around to see if the lounge is still empty, feeling like a teenager sneaking behind the school bleachers. “Well, since we’re already here.”
She reaches into her pocket and drops something on the table. “Then how about you tell me what this is all about?”
I stare down at the little box I’d tried to pull off the hull of the station.

Thirty-Nine
Undercover

Samantha fixes me with an intense gaze that’s a mixture of when a woman looks at you with suspicion and the way a scientist scrutinizes something under a microscope.
She has me at a particular disadvantage, not only has she lured me into bit of a trap using a dirty trick, I’m very aware of the fact the she’s much more intelligent than I am.
It’s like I just walked into chess club to play checkers.
Where Tamara and Attwell were rather direct, if not blunt, with their suspicions, Samantha Turco has me cornered.
Her right hand is still gently massaging my foot as her thumb caresses the inside of my arch.
I’m clearly not cut out for this spy business. If she had me in a slightly more compromising position I’d be ready to give her nuclear secrets.
She’s waiting for an answer as her fingers tease my skin.
Jessup didn’t prepare me for this situation. I can handle flat out denial and insist that I’m up here to test equipment. But Samantha just dropped something I need on the table and wants an explanation.
I realize now that she didn’t volunteer to help me out because she was bored. She wanted to find something out about me and this gave her the perfect opportunity.
Was it curiosity? Or is something else at play here? If she’s the saboteur, then this could be a brilliant gambit — she’s put me on the spot to explain myself, while she’s the one with something to hide.
Okay, David. The longer you procrastinate, the more suspicious you look. Say something…
What did Bennet always tell us in training when we found ourselves in a situation we couldn’t see our way out of? Imagine someone you know who is smarter than you and do what you think they would do.
The smartest person I know is Markov. Maybe Laney in years will have his wisdom, but right now he’s probably one of the most intelligent people on the planet.
What would that old Russian spymaster do in this situation?
He’d turn a disadvantage into an advantage. Turco has me cornered and wants answers. I want answers. If she’s got something to hide, then she’ll try to avoid telling me. If she doesn’t, then she won’t try to conceal that.
I could try to tell her that the box was already coming loose, but if she saw me pry it off, then I’d be caught in a lie. Also, I have no business doing impromptu repairs on the station.
“What is this to you?” I finally reply.
She stop massaging my foot. “I’m the one asking you.”
“Look at it, tell me what it is…” I say this casually, as if the answer should be obvious.
She turns it over and inspects the inside of the box. “There’s an antenna here. A transmitter of some kind.”
“I accidentally kicked it with my foot. When I knelt down to look at the box I could see that it was little off-angle. I should have left it where it was, but when I tried to push it back it came loose. Right before my boot sprung a leak I saw what was underneath.”
“The actual temperature sensor.”
“Yes.” I shrug. “Weird. Is it some kind of repair job on the old one?”
She stands up and slips the box into her pocket. “Can you walk?”
“Are we going somewhere?”
“My lab.”
“And why would we do that?”
She leans in and whispers into my ear. “So I’ll know if you’re bullshitting me because we can be overheard here, or because you’re just committed to lying to me.”
I’d drop the matter and tell her that she was acting a little psycho, but I need the box. Short of physically taking it from her, I don’t see any other alternative than to go to her lab.
“I don’t understand. What’s this all about?” I try to sound like a guy that can’t see what the fuss is for.
“My lab. Five minutes.”
“Let me stop by my room first and get out of this spacesuit.”
In the event that she’s planning on murdering me, I want her to think that I could be telling someone that I’m going off with my killer to her secret lair.
It’s not the most clever ploy, but I can’t think of anything better to say that doesn’t sound too suspicious.
She turns around and heads towards the ladder with the box, leaving me in the lounge.
I go to my room and contemplate an emergency call to Earth to ask Admiral Jessup for advice on how to proceed. That would just make me look incompetent. Already I have to explain how my space shoe mishap was technically my fault. Telling him that a third person suspects I have a secret agenda will really take the cake.
Better to just handle this situation and then report to Jessup. Or get murdered by Samantha from some kind of space poison she brewed up in zero-g.
I could ask Laney, but for some reason I feel a twinge of guilt over the foot massage — which is completely ridiculous. It was just my foot and there’s nothing between Laney and me. We’re just really good friends.
Focus, David.
* * *
When I enter Samantha’s lab I’m surprised to find out that it looks nothing like mine or the DARPA labs. Instead of sterile white and chrome surfaces, her module has wooden counters and ferns growing all over the place.
It feels like an old country kitchen in a treehouse.
“Nice,” I reply.
“I’ll give you the tour later,” she says as she closes the hatch. “But first I want answers.”
“What happened to the other foot massage?” I say, trying to sound playful and casual.
“Is that really all you’re after?”
She knows that I know that could mean two different things. Beneath her serious demeanor is a woman that really likes to torture me.
I decide to change the topic and put her on the defensive and see what happens. “So what’s this fuss about this box of yours?”
“Do you really think I’m that stupid or are you in a position where you can’t say anything?” she asks.
“Let’s go with the former.”
“I’m interested in it for the same reason I think you are; it has something to do with the fact that someone almost murdered me.”

Forty
Confidence Man

“Murder you?” I blurt the words out so quickly there’s no way that it can be an act.
From the look on her face I can see that I totally caught her off guard. If she was waiting to see how I tried to dance around that revelation, my genuine shock must have come as a surprise.
“Who tried to kill you?” I ask.
“That’s why I assume you’re here — to find out.”
“Lady, you got the wrong guy. While I’d be happy to help you find out who the culprit is, I can promise you this is the first I heard of it.”
She stares at me for a moment, hovering in mid-air. A lock of dark hair falls in front of her face, hitting one of her impressive cheekbones. She flicks it away in an almost nervous tic kind of manner and for a fleeting second I see a vulnerability in her eyes that wasn’t there before.
Wait…she wants me to be here, or rather, the super slick space spy she was trying to get me to cop to being. Where Attwell and Tamara clearly were made uneasy by my presence, Samantha was hoping that I am that guy — or doing an incredible job of acting like it.
“Tell me what happened?”
“It’s not important. I just thought…never mind. It was stupid.”
“It doesn’t sound like it.”
She takes the box from her pocket and tosses it towards me. I feign disinterest and push it away. “Samantha, what are you talking about?”
She lets out a sigh. “Four months ago we had a service ship dock at the station. I was due to go to Earth for two weeks, but there was a problem with one of my experiments and I had to postpone. When the ship returned to Earth…”
I finish her sentence. “It burned up on reentry.”
“So you know?”
“I read about it. I didn’t know that it was supposed to carry passengers.”
“It’s human-rated because of the equipment it has to carry. We’ve used it a few times. Anyway, this one didn’t make it.”
“That must have been terrifying.”
“You have no idea. What happened next was almost as bad.”
“What was that?”
“Nothing. There was a perfunctory FAA investigation that’s still in progress. But nothing else. The anticipated cause was mechanical failure, even though this model has flown close to 500 missions without so much as a hiccup.”
“Space travel ain’t like aviation, yet.”
She gives me a withering gaze. “How would you feel if you almost died on reentry?”
“Is this a serious question for me?”
“Right. Right. I forgot this is the indestructible David Dixon.”
“As you saw today I’m quite destructible.”
“Anyway, besides the emotional trauma of missing the flight that didn’t make it, is the frustration of trying to find out what happened. I sent requests, filed reports, I did everything I could to find out what happened. Maybe that’s the scientist part of my brain trying to find a rational explanation.”
“These things take time.”
“Yes, but you didn’t let me finish. I finally got a copy of an internal FAA preliminary report, something that wasn’t supposed to be forwarded to me. It said to withhold the final assessment from public review. The sender address was someone working for the CIA. What the hell is the CIA doing telling the FAA to obstruct an investigation unless they suspected sabotage?
“I kept waiting for them to send someone here to look into what happened. And waiting. Finally you show up. Given your background with the Korolev, I figure you must be some kind of special government operative.”
“There’s nothing special about me.”
“That’s the second time you’ve deflected a direct inquiry into your purpose here with a non-response. Which makes me think you have something to hide but aren’t fully committed to lying about it.”
Jesus, this woman is too smart for me to keep up.
“So, can you tell me why someone would want me killed?” she asks.
And she’s paranoid… The woman thinks what happened to the ship was about her.
“I have no idea why anybody would want to kill you. And nobody sent me here to find out why. I’m sorry. I can ask some of the people I know to ask around, but I don’t know anything about that.”
She wraps her arms around her body and bites her lip. If this is an act, it’s amazing.
“You don’t understand what it’s like being up here, thinking someone close to you tried to kill you. And too afraid to go back to Earth.”
“Wait? You haven’t gone back since then?”
She looks at me like I’m crazy. “And let them kill me? I keep extending my contract promising my employers I’ve got something really big I’m working on.”
Her body language, her vulnerability, her…um, appeal, all of it makes me want to take her in my arms and tell her that it’s going to be okay — that whoever destroyed the ship wasn’t out to get her. But doing that would tell her that I’m here because of the real reason the ship was destroyed.
And if she’s playing me, that would tell her everything she needs to know.
I take her into my arms anyway. She responds by wrapping hers around me and burying her head in my chest.
It’s an awkward hug between two strangers. For her at least, I’m someone she’s seen in the news she thinks of as some kind of heroic person.
“You’re the first person up here that I can at least trust is not trying to kill me,” she says into my shoulder.

Forty-One
Device

She lets go and drifts away from me, steadying herself with a hand on a work bench. “Sorry, didn’t mean to lay all that on you.”
“I get it. Trust me. I was in a similar situation, not having anybody to go to. But I’ll see what I can do about this.”
I look around for the box. Samantha reaches behind my head and produces it from seemingly thin air. “Space is weird.”
“Yes, it certainly is.” I look around for something to distract the conversation so I can come back to the box a little later on nonchalantly.
At the far end of her module I see a sleeping bag attached to the wall. “You sleep up here?”
“Some of my experiments need close attention. It’s easier to catch a nap in my lab then going back down to the hotel. To be honest, I kind of like it. Warren thinks there may be some long-term benefits to the occasional microgravity catnap.”
“Interesting.”
I drift around her lab looking at the machines and the occasional touches of home. She’s got a bulletin board filled with photographs of all her travels. I recognize a bar near Baikonur Cosmodrome, the Russian space launch complex.
“You trained in Russia?” I ask.
“Their commercial program. That’s where I got my certification.”
When SpaceX, Blue Origin and iCosmos developed reusable rockets, and pretty much took the floor out of the space delivery market, the Russians, who had been used to getting paid $60 million a seat to send someone into space, had to find a way to compete with a price tag that was now a tenth of one percent of that.
While they started a crash program developing their own reusable craft, they put their half century experience putting people into space to use by developing a training program for commercial astronauts — mainly for researchers going to work in the new fleet of space stations taking orbit, and developing the modules for those stations.
Finding out that Turco spent time in Russian training with some of the people that still want me dead doesn’t make me trust her less — but it doesn’t exactly make me trust her more.
I spot a photo of her and man sipping fruity-looking cocktails in a beach bar. There’s another photo of the two on a ski slope.
“Ex,” Samantha says, hovering over my shoulder. “A good guy. That’s why I keep the photos up. Good times.”
“Don’t tell me he had an untimely ski boot accident?”
She gives me a sly smile. “No. It’s not easy maintaining a relationship when your office is in orbit. I’m sure you can understand.”
“My first trip to space was the one you probably heard about. I’ve only spent a few days in orbit.”
“Oh. I would have thought you’d have been up more than that.”
“Nope,” I lie. “And most of that time was spent trying not to get shot at.”
“So this is your first civilian trip?” she asks.
“Yes. Yes, it is. And I’ve spent a good portion of my time in the hotel. I’ve never even gone to sleep in zero-g.”
“Well, if you ever want to borrow my bed to give it a try, you’re more than welcome.” She puts a hand over her mouth as she turns red. “I mean…when I’m not here.”
“Are you blushing Dr. Turco?”
“It’s the effect of microgravity. And shut up. You know what I meant.”
Yes. Yes I do. Samantha is tough and intelligent. She’s also got a vulnerability that’s just under that diamond-coated skin of hers.
She’s been flirting with me from the moment we met. It could be attraction, boredom, or just the way she is. But I’m savvy enough to know the comment and the accidental “oops” moment were her calculated way to see what my degree of interest is.
This is a delicate situation. She could be genuinely interested in me or using her feminine ninjutsu to catch me off guard.
I pluck the box from her hand, using it as a helpful distraction. “Let’s take a look at this. You have a microscope?”
She gives me a “duh” face. “I think I can find something.”
If she was worried about me discovering what this does, she’s hiding it really well.
We fasten the box to a clamp and use a small camera to inspect the device closely. As she watches the monitor, I peer through a pair of stereoscopic eyepieces that show me even greater detail.
Under magnification, the surface of the box reveals a semi-transparent layer that explains the discoloration.
“It’s a camouflaged solar panel,” says Turco.
I flip the box over to look at the electronics on the inside. As I examine the circuit board, looking for some evidence of who made it, I become aware of the fact that I’m extremely vulnerable, with my back to her.
Out of the corner of my vision I catch her shadow drifting closer.
Her fingertips touch my neck and I flinch, jerking away from the microscope.
Samantha pushes back from the bench. “Sorry…I didn’t mean to touch you.”
Killer spy or innocent woman, I need her as an ally. I reach out and grab her wrist and rub her palm with my own. “Cold hands. Let’s warm them up.”
I can see the relief on her face as she realizes the gesture has been reciprocated. I let go and turn back to the microscope.
I can spot the antenna module and the transmitter, but there’s nothing that says Made in China or any other identifying mark. Not that any would really tell me much.
It’s entirely possible the thing could have been made using a high-end 3D printer. It could have been manufactured on the Sagan, for what I know.
Samantha’s fingers, warmer now, begin to massage my neck. Her thumbs caress my spine and push into my shoulder blades under my t-shirt. I can feel her breasts pressing against my back as she floats behind me.
She’s very sensual and it feels amazing.
And I feel like a whore.
It’s just a massage, I tell myself.
I just wish that a certain someone else back on Earth was giving it to me.

Forty-Two
Happy Hour

Dr. Warren’s grinning, slightly inebriated face floats in front of mine as I drift into the Tiki module. He takes one look at Samantha behind me and blurts, “So? Are you two hooking up yet?”
“That doesn’t exactly sound very clinical, doctor,” I reply trying to make a light of the comment.
I feel embarrassed for Samantha, but when I look back she’s rolling her eyes. “Pay no attention to Dr. Feelgood. There’s a reason his department prefers to keep him off planet.”
I pull myself past Warren and head towards the bar at the back of the module. I’m stopped midway and glance back at Warren holding on to the cuff of my pant leg. “No offense, David. Things are different up here. We like to kid around.”
“So I take it. I’m still adjusting.”
He pats me on the calf. “Come by later and I’ll take a look at that foot.”
Samantha goes over to the side to talk to two women in a small cubicle.
Thankfully, there won’t be much to gossip about. The platonic neck massage was as far as things went. I pocketed the module and said I needed to head back to my own lab. She suggested we stop by the Tiki module and join up with everyone else in there.
This sounded like a relaxed way to make it seem like the box wasn’t that important to me, so I agreed.
Behind the bar is a man I’ve only seen in passing a few times. From his file I know he’s Eduard Calvo, an Argentinian molecular biologist working for a German pharmaceutical company.
He gives me a friendly nod as he shakes a concoction in a silver tumbler. After a few seconds of mixing, he holds the container perfectly still then lifts the top. A spinning globule of amber liquid floats out with a cherry in the middle.
Calvo takes a plastic straw from a container and hands it to me. “Mr. Dixon, if you would. And save the cherry for last.”
“Drink it?”
“No, bloody take a photo of of it,” says a cranky British voice from behind me.
I hold the straw towards the ball of liquid and take a small sip. It shrinks slightly as I suck it in.
There’s a sweet rum taste with a crisp flavor I can’t quite place.
“That’s good,” I tell Calvo.
Samantha slaps me on the ass and commands “Drink the whole thing.”
“I’m still working,” I reply.
“Doctor’s orders,” says Warren.
“I think the doctor is drunk.”
“Yes. But my order still stands.”
If my goal is to not appear to be some uptight government operative with a secret agenda, then it’s probably a good idea to play the opposite.
I flick the straw away and put my lips on the ball and inhale it in one giant slurp. When I finish, the cherry is at my lips.
I spin around to face the gathered group and grin.
“Who’s going to take Dixon’s space cherry?” bellows Warren.
I lock eyes with Samantha. I can see she’s already preparing to go in for the kill, but then out of nowhere, Tamara Collins swoops in and snatches the cherry from my lips like a shark.
She gives me a wink as she drifts away.
“You miserable cougar,” says Warren.
“Adapt or die,” she replies. “That’s the problem with you people, you can’t make up your minds.”
Samantha and the other two women she’d been talking with are bent over laughing, rolling in the air.
I smile, happy to be part of a fun group. Inwardly, I’m thankful Tamara was the one to get me off the hook.
Primarily because it means that whatever reservations she has about me, she’s trying to make some effort to accept me. Also, I’m relieved because it alleviates some of the tension between Samantha and myself.
“What do you think?” asks Calvo.
“That was great. Definitely a first.”
“I didn’t put too much alcohol in there. So don’t worry. But if you do plan on getting drunk, I recommend you have your hangover in the hotel. I can tell you from personal experience you do not want to experience that in zero-g.”
“That’s excellent advice.”
He shoves the tumbler under the bar then leans into me. “So, it looks like Dr. Turco has taken a liking to you.”
“I think she’s just kidding around.”
“No, she’s not. We were beginning to think she was asexual. It seems she was just waiting for the right guy to show up.”
“I’m not sure if that’s me.”
Calvo raises a hand and shows me a wedding ring. “I can understand. I enjoy watching the debauchery, but from a happy distance. So I take it there’s someone special?”
“It’s complicated.”
“A work in progress.”
“Yeah. Maybe so.” I look over at Turco as she talks to her friends and catch a flash of her green eyes as she steals a look at me and smiles. “Once upon a time I would not have hesitated.”
“Oh man, you have it bad. This complicated situation, has it even progressed to an intimate level?”
I let out a laugh. “Who the hell are you?”
“Right now? Space bartender.”
“As a matter of fact, no. I’m not even sure if it’s mutual.”
“Wow,” replies Calvo. “You really have it bad. There’s a perfectly willing incredibly sexy female just a few meters away from you ready to have hot, steamy space sex and you’re saving yourself for some girl you’re not even dating.”
“Pour me another drink.”
“A let me lose my inhibitions and just go with it, kind of drink?”
“How about, a take my mind off hot steamy space sex, drink?”
“Have you ever done it in zero-g?”
“No. iCosmos would prefer their pilots focus on flying. You?”
“Well, no. First chance I get to have my wife up here, we’re going to try to conceive. She’s a medical doctor, so it’ll be in the interest of science.” He gestures to the rest of the module, now tightly packed with about a dozen people. “I’d say half of them are little less inhibited than you and me. I wouldn’t have put Turco into that group, then you showed up. Must be the bad boy reputation.”
“Must be.”

Forty-Three
Mission Control

After spending another hour in the Tiki module, doing my best to act like a care free guy while steering clear of any more of Calvo’s cocktails, I head for the hatch.
As I near the exit, Samantha grabs me by the elbow. “Where are you heading off to?”
“I’m going to take a microscope to my shoe and see where it went wrong.”
“Don’t forget to ask your friend about the little box thing.”
“Yeah. I’ll make some scans and send them down.”
“Think we should show it to Tamara?”
Samantha seems like she’s not sure who to trust. This could be an act, but it’s best if I proceed as if I believe she’s being sincere.
“Probably. But let’s see if I can get an answer from somebody first. Just in case.” I don’t spell out what that case may be, but my implication is that we don’t even know if we can trust Tamara.
“Good point. Hey, if you’re going to be around later, some of us are going up to the observation bubble.”
“Is that where the after party is?”
“If you think this is the party, you have another thing coming.”
“I’ll try to stop by.” I grab a rail to push off towards the exit, then stop. “Hey, thanks for helping me out today.”
“Don’t mention it. I could see in your eyes out there for a moment you weren’t sure if I was going to save your ass.”
“Did it show?”
“Don’t worry. If I wanted you dead, you’d never see me coming.”
“Thanks Dr. Turco.”
“Anytime.”
I head back to my lab, shut the hatch then call down to Earth. I get Admiral Jessup and Captain Baylor on the screen.
“How did the search go?” asks Jessup.
“Other than a minor hiccup, it went well.”
“Could you define ‘hiccup’ for us,” Baylor replies.
“My space shoe had a malfunction and my foot swelled to cartoon proportions. But it’s fine now.” I quickly change the topic from my incompetence, “The important thing is I found this.”
I take the box from my pocket and let it float in front of the camera.
“Is that the fingerprint sensor jammer?” asks Baylor.
“I believe so.” I place it inside a scanner. “I’m going to send you some images. Maybe someone down there can give us an idea of where it came from.”
Green laser light begins to pass over the box inside the machine as thermal and millimeter radar sensors probe the interior.
“Getting it now,” replies Baylor. “Not a very sophisticated device.”
“No. It just needs to know the frequency of the security system. The clever part is the surface which is actually a solar panel. It almost matched the color of the station.”
“Almost? You’d think they wouldn’t have trouble getting that exactly right.”
“Maybe. I’m not sure what this kind of temperature extreme and direct sunlight does to pigment. If it hadn’t been for the discoloration, I never would have found it. And speaking of which, the biologist, Samantha Turco, she may have caught me prying the thing loose and was convinced I was a some kind of undercover investigator looking into the automated vehicle explosion.”
“What did you tell her?” asks Jessup.
“I denied everything. She seemed pretty distraught by the incident. She said that she was originally going to go back to Earth on the vehicle. After it blew up she’s been worried that someone was out to get her and hasn’t returned to Earth.”
“Did she give a reason for why somebody would want to kill here?”
“Not really. It seemed more like shock than some kind of belief arrived at from reason. Was she the one that was supposed to go down?”
“Yes. Although that shouldn’t discount her as a suspect. In fact, it makes her even more suspicious.”
“I can understand that.”
“What’s your personal opinion of her?”
For a split second I’m about to say that I find her attractive, but realize he means if I trust her or not.
“I don’t know what to make of her. She’s been coming on very strong to me.”
“Hitting on you?” Baylor raises an eyebrow. “You’ve barely been there a day.”
“Time moves fast in space.”
“How have you responded to this?” asks Jessup.
“Visibly flattered, but I just told another researcher that I had a complicated situation back on Earth.”
“And you think this will throw Turco off the hunt?” Baylor asks skeptically.
“It’ll at least give me an excuse to play hard to get, other than the fact that I’m on a secret government mission and can’t mix business with pleasure.”
“I never forbade that,” says Jessup. “But I trust you to use your own judgement.”
“I trust that I have very poor judgement in these matters.”
“If Turco is the spy, that could be very dangerous.”
“I’ve thought about that.” A lot. “And if she’s not, it’s an unnecessary distraction. I plan to keep playing intrigued, yet coy.”
“You know very little about women,” says Baylor.
“I wouldn’t disagree with that.”
“What’s your next step?” asks Jessup.
“Now that we have evidence of tampering, I want to figure out how they got the sample. I’m going to ask Dr. Ling to show me a little bit more of his lab while Attwell isn’t around. Although the jammer suggests how someone could trip the DARPA folks into using the keypad, it still doesn’t tell me precisely how they got the crystal.
“Was it stolen outright from the trash? Replaced? I’m hoping I can get Ling to tell me more about their procedures. I’m afraid with Attwell nearby I’ll get an earful about what they’re supposed to do, but not their actual procedures.
“Hopefully knowing what those are will indicate who was in the best position to snatch the crystal.”
“Very good,” says Jessup. “The sooner I can get you off the station, the better.”
“What’s the time crunch?”
“The Chinese have changed the orbit of the CS satellite. They’re either trying to bring it into a reentry burn, or they’re going to try to boost it higher. If that’s the case, and they find out they’re missing an astronaut, they might deduce that we’re trying to find the source of the stolen crystal, which would put you in a dangerous situation.”
I knew my days of after work Mai Tais and offers of attachment-free zero-g sex were numbered.

Forty-Four
Protocol

I’m in the hotel kitchen pouring myself a cup of coffee when I see Attwell enter and put a dinner tray into the oven. He looks half asleep.
“Heading to the lab?” I ask.
He wipes at his eyes. “No. I’ve been there all night trying to solve a glitch. I’m about to crash.”
Which means I have a really good chance of getting Ling by himself. “Oh. Well, good night.” I start for the door.
“Where are you headed?”
“I was going to the observation bubble.”
“With that?” He points to my coffee mug.
I stare at it for a moment, thinking that he just saw through my lie, then realize I can’t take this out of the artificial gravity wheel and expect it to stay in the mug.
“Oh, that. I’m still adjusting.”
“I tried brushing my teeth in the zero-g lavatory once,” he explains. “I ended up with a meter long line of toothpaste when I absentmindedly squeezed the tube. Quite fun to play with, actually. It gave me a few ideas. Chief among them was to never do that again.”
“Good point. I guess I should finish this.” I start to gulp down the coffee.
“Or get Turco to give you one of her coffee bulbs.” He pauses, then adds, “If she hasn’t already.”
“I haven’t seen those,” I reply as I put my empty mug into the washing machine.
It’s like the world’s smallest town up here. Everybody is into everybody else’s business like there’s nothing else going on in the world.
I guess technically, this is its own world. But still.
I’m glad I didn’t even hint to being an operative to Tamara or anyone else. I’m sure it would be all over the station by now. And whoever is the one that’s working for the Chinese would have an advantage over me that could cost me my life.
All the more reason to take Jessup’s advice to find out what I can then get the hell off this crazy station.
* * *
Ling greets me at the door of his hatch with confusion then a smile when he remembers who the hell I am. He’d been locked up inside of here since I last saw him.
I get the impression that Attwell basically leaves the young man alone with his work.
“Mr. Dixon,” says Ling as he pulls the hatch open slightly. “What’s going on?”
“You got a second?” I look over my shoulder a little dramatically. I want him to invite me inside in case Attwell comes back through this section.
“Yeah. Everything okay?”
“I just have a confidential question.”
He pulls the hatch open and lets me inside. “Is it about my work?”
“What? You’re doing force fields and stuff?”
“No. That’s Dr. Attwell. I do lasers.”
“Right. Right. Impressive stuff. Well, maybe you can help me out with this question anyway.”
I made up the lie once I realized I needed to question him alone without him realizing he was being questioned.
“Sure?” He pulls himself over to his computer workstation and wraps a belt around his waist then takes up a lotus position in mid-air.
“Do you always sit like that?”
“I’ve been trying different yoga positions to see if they help deal with muscle loss in zero-g.”
“Really? Any success?”
“Possibly. I’ll need a control group. I might write a paper, but don’t tell Dr. Warren that.”
“Your secret is safe with me. Anyway, my question is about secrets. Some of the stuff I’m working on is very proprietary. Not all of it works. Anything useful I’m supposed to send back down to Earth. But I’m not quite sure what I should do with any prototypes that don’t cut it. Back on Earth I’d just toss them into a big shredder. I don’t have one of those up here.”
“Are you worried about someone on the station stealing something?” asks Ling.
“Me? No. But if a competitor came out with something similar, I need to show my employers that I handled all the prototypes properly and didn’t let them fall into someone else’s hands.”
“I see. I’m surprised they didn’t have a procedure for this.”
“They’re still figuring things out. I know the station sends its trash back down to Earth. Is it safe to just include my failed materials with that? Do you know if it’s kept securely?”
“I wouldn’t trust it. You don’t know who is processing that on the other end. How much material are you talking about?”
I hold my hands out the same distance as the crystal on the CS. “About that. Shoes, gloves, other tools.”
“Hmm. That might fit inside a sample return box.”
“What’s that?”
Ling goes over to a cabinet and pulls out a metal box the size of a small wastebasket. “This is what we use. It’s insulated for handling reentry.” He points to the chamber at the end of the module. “Everything that comes out of there ends up in one of these.”
“Everything? Even things that broke?”
“Yes. I’m not sure what you know about crystals, but even the basic chemical composition is proprietary information. In our case, heavily classified.”
“Really? So you put everything inside one of those?”
“Yes. All our samples, good or bad, get placed in here.” He closes the lid and points to connector port. “That’s how it’s opened. It’s not the most complicated thing to get around, I’m sure, but it ensures that from the moment it leaves this lab to when it gets to where it needs to go on Earth that nobody is able to take a peek without us knowing.”
Unless it mysteriously blows up in orbit…
“Where do you get those?”
“DARPA supplies them. They sent up two-dozen. I’ve used about half.”
“Two dozen?” I look around his lab.
“We keep them in the storage module.”
“Storage module?”
“Didn’t Tamara show you that section on your tour? Oh, I guess AstroFirma doesn’t rent one of those.”

Forty-Five
Tour

While a day lasts about ninety minutes onboard the Sagan as it orbits the Earth at 17,000 miles an hour, passing from dayside to nightside sixteen times every 24 hours, the researchers tend to follow a schedule that generally mimics Eastern time in the United States.
Although the different experiments and projects taking place onboard can mean that people are usually up at all hours, plus the tendency of “science types” to have vampire-like sleep schedules, there’s definitely a quiet period of about five hours after midnight when you’re not as likely to run into anyone else.
This seems like the ideal time to do a little after hours inspection of the station.
Tamara’s tour hit the high points and showed me what I needed to know in case of an emergency; where we go when there’s a solar flare or a meteorite causes damage. There are still entire sections I haven’t explored.
The virtual simulation of the station I looked at on Earth showed the general layout, but it didn’t have the specifics of the station — like the Tiki bar or the storage section Ling mentioned.
After things quiet down, I slip out of my lab and head down the main section to the access way that leads to the hotel and the corridor on the other side.
The station is kind of like a skinny “H” with the hotel rotating around the bar in the middle.
But sections like the docking spire and the observation module stick out above and below at either end.
There’s also modules that jut out from a few different places, including a cluster of them at the opposite side of the station at the far end of a narrow tunnel.
According to the station directory, these modules are pressurized, but not climate controlled.
In order to maintain the comfortable 72º of the station, there’s insulation that balances the plus or minus 250º extremes the station goes through as it travels from direct sunlight to total darkness. There’s also an air handling system that precisely controls the climate.
The storage modules are insulated, but in order to save power, they only have passive temperature control activated.
In the main section of the space station all the computers and equipment contribute to the ambient temperature, requiring waste heat to be expelled via radiators.
Meanwhile, in the inactive section, the thermal insulation does a really good job of reflecting all that solar radiation, making the storage section very, very cold.
Ideally I’d wear a space suit to go into this section, but if I get spotted lurking around in one, that would probably raise more questions than I care to answer right now.
At the end of the other corridor, past the entrances to the other labs, there’s a hatch in the floor marked “Access Conduit B.”
According to the plans, Conduit A leads to the battery room and other equipment you want to keep as far away from humans as possible.
In the not too distant future, this will probably include nuclear reactors, and perhaps further out, fusion plants.
I raise the hatch and slip inside, closing it behind me. While the private labs on the station are locked, little else is. Even though we’re all working for different employers, we’re also all technically “crew” and expected to help out in the event of an emergency. Hunting down the key to a module while someone is suffocating from fumes on the other side would be a bad situation.
This section is extremely narrow, maybe a meter wide at most. Sparse light panels illuminate the passage leading fifty feet directly down.
As I float towards the end, the air gets progressively colder. This part of the station is closer to Earth and rotating infinitesimally slower, causing the denser cold air molecules to collect here — or so that’s my theory.
All I know is that I’m getting more of a chill the further down I go.
At the bottom, I was expecting to see a hatch leading to a storage module, instead there’s another conduit. This one runs parallel to the main one overhead where the labs are attached.
I have to go through two more airlocks to get into the next section.
Each one seems to lead to an even colder area than the last. I see my own breath as I pass over one of the light fixtures.
A parka would have been a good idea instead of the track suit I’m wearing. Next time.
There’s three hatches on either side leading to modules. All of them say “Storage” on signs above them.
None of the doors are locked. The first one contains boxes of emergency rations in the event our supply shuttle can’t bring us the freshly freeze-dried meals we’ve been consuming.
The next one is filled with cylinders of water, also in the event of an emergency.
The second hatch leads to another long conduit. I follow this all the way to the end and come to a T-junction with rows of sealed hatches with small windows.
At the end I find one module marked, “Storage module 6.”
I peer through the window and spot rows of boxes fastened to the hull with straps. Several of them have “DARPA-LAB” written on them.
I think this is the place. I pull myself through the hatch and seal it behind me.
There are boxes with raw chemicals for the 3D printers, parts for Attwell’s experiments and various other materials, including 100 rolls of the tape Samantha used to seal up my leaking shoe.
I slide between the hull and a large crate and spot a shelf with a rack of containers like the one Ling showed me.
Finally, at the ass end of the station, here they are.
There are nine of them.
Ling said he’d used a dozen, which should leave another thirteen. Including the one in the lab, there should be eleven here, but I only count nine.
Although he’s a precise man, he could be capable of a mistake. I check the storage module anyway.
I find more tape, some small oxygen cylinders, various sheets of plastic, but no more cylinders.
Curious.

Forty-Six
Damage Control

This could just be no big deal, or it could be something important. My experience with detective work is limited to watching reruns of Columbo with my grandmother during summer vacation.
However, if I take it for more than just an accounting mistake, that means that between Ling’s lab and this storage module, two canisters have gone AWOL — assuming that he includes the one that blew up on the shuttle among the twelve.
If I were a betting man, I’d wager that instead of just stealing the Silver Glass crystal from his lab when nobody was looking, our thief switched canisters at some point — and may have swiped another one for a second attempt. When they did the switch could point to our culprit.
While the fingerprint scanner jammer indicates that anyone could have had access to that lab, maybe that was just a ruse?
What if our thief put that thing there as a red herring?
If you were Attwell or one of the other DARPA folks, you’d want to misdirect any attention directed your way if something showed up missing.
Or, if you were someone else looking to boost the container, maybe you didn’t want to chance a secret video camera catching you as you snuck into the pseudo-secure module?
You’d try to find another place to steal it — and that would mean from the cargo shuttle itself. If you swiped the crystal canister and replaced it with one from here, you could also put something inside that would blow up the craft as it headed for reentry, hiding the theft.
I rub my hands together for warmth, then pull a canister off the shelf and spin it around in the air. It’s plenty big enough to hold an explosive device. I could probably make something in my lab up here that would do the damage. No need to smuggle aboard any Semtex.
Assuming Ling brought the canister to the loading airlock, that means that somebody got to it there or when it was placed inside the trunk of the spacecraft.
I don’t know how tightly they control the loading of spacecraft, but it’s very possible everyone who needs to send something down just straps it into the airlock where the load supervisor will then move it to the ship. This would mean that someone could bring another cargo item there with the duplicate canister inside and do the switch.
Back in iCosmos security training they told us one of the things to be very careful of — and a vulnerability of many corporations and government agencies — is the outgoing FedEx pile.
All someone has to do is get a FedEx uniform, drop off some useless package of print samples or whatever, and offer to take all the outbound packages then open and look for anything interesting at their leisure before dropping them off at a real FedEx facility to continue onto their final destination.
We put so much trust into the idea that once we seal something inside a box, slap a label and billing account number on it, that it’s as good as already there.
For those of us on the right side of the law, we treat those packages as sacrosanct. But for evildoer opportunists, they’re easy prey.
This is exactly the kind of security loophole I was sent up to find. Now it’s a matter of figuring out who exploited it.
Attwell and Ling aren’t off the hook by a long shot, but this does focus the potential suspects to anyone who had an outbound package to put on the shuttle.
We’ll want to get a list of everything on the manifest and start from there. I’ll have to see what Jessup wants me to do next.
I’m not sure if this is a thing he wants me to handle, or they’ll do back on Earth.
Shivering, my blue fingers push the canister back into the rack and place the strap in place that keeps it from floating away.
My ears perk up at the sound of a metal clang from the front of the storage module.
Is someone in this section? I’ll have to do some quick explaining as to why I’m here.
I make my way over the crates and through the boxes of supplies secured to the hull.
For a second I think I see a shadow in the porthole looking into the connection module, but when I slide past the last crate there’s nobody there.
It could have been a flickering light. I guess.
I grab the handle for the hatch and give it a twist — except it won’t budge.
I try again, more forcefully this time. It still doesn’t move.
Okay, this is a little messed up.
Next to the hatch there’s a small intercom hardwired into the rest of the station. I tap the touchscreen, expecting it to light up. It doesn’t.
Are my fingers too cold? I give them a vigorous rub and try the screen again. Nothing.
Now this is fucked up.
Next to the intercom is an old fashioned alarm switch that Thomas Edison could have designed.
I hesitate for a moment, trying to decide if I should pull it or not. Doing that will set off flashing lights and buzzers all over the station alerting everyone to the fact that there’s a problem in this module.
I try the handle on the hatch one more time. It still isn’t moving.
Fine, time to wake everyone up.
I pull the alarm.
A split-second later the hatch slams into my face and I see stars.
My whole body aches and I try to understand why.
When I look through the tiny window in the middle of the door I was trying to open, I understand why.
It wasn’t just the hatch that slammed into me, it was the whole fucking module!
Someone triggered an explosive release and the entire section was ejected from Sagan station.
The station is slowly starting to recede away.
The noise I heard before was someone shutting the interior door on the module, marooning me.

Forty-Seven
Signal

I’m inside a thirty-foot cargo module drifting away from the space station. I’m wearing a track suit and have no radio to call over to the station and ask what the hell is going on.
Also, it’s freezing inside here. I might just die of hypothermia before I suffocate.
On the bright side, if I wanted any more proof that I’d reached my Sherlock Holmes “aha” moment, I guess this would pretty much be it. Yay for that.
I spend five more seconds staring out the window at the station then decide I need to jump into action.
My first priority is to figure out my priorities. Number one would be getting out of here and back to the station.
The simplest way would be to get them on the radio and have the mechanical arm grab me, or use one of the attached spacecraft to nudge me back into the docking collar.
I try the comm panel again, even though I know it’s a futile effort, given the fact that whatever cable connected it to the station has been severed. There’s also the fact that whoever shut the hatch and did the explosive discharge probably made sure I had no way to call back to the station. They wanted to be certain I was royally screwed.
My hat is off to you, stranger. Mission accomplished.
I do a cursory inspection around the hatch, just in case there’s another comm panel. Nope. I check the wall of the hull, pushing cargo out of the way. Still nope.
Okay, there’s no built-in system to call over to the Sagan. What’s my next option?
I’m in a module filled with electronics and components, maybe there’s something here?
I start ransacking the boxes and bins like a hyperactive kid on Christmas morning.
I ignore the labels and tear everything open, even if it says “Concentrated Cleaning Fluid.”
The compartment quickly fills with duct tape, micro-electronics components and a thousand spare parts.
By the time I reach the last crate the air is filled with the contents of everything I could pry open with my cold desperate fingers. A working radio isn’t among them.
Sure, there might be enough components floating around in here to make one; if I had three weeks and all the tools to put the parts together — and the blueprints.
No such luck. My chance of communicating with the Sagan from this end is nil.
While I pray that someone over there has realized that they’ve just ejected this module, and the affable David Dixon is nowhere to be seen, I’m not ready to risk my life waiting for them to come to that conclusion.
In survival training they teach us to work towards a solution on your own, even when you’re fairly positive your support team is doing the same. Presently, I’m not all that confident they even know I’m missing, let alone are working towards saving my ass.
I’ve caught myself twice attempting to tap an imaginary headset over my ear to ask Laney for help. No such luck, David. You have to figure this one out.
No radio or other means to communicate with the station, I have to figure out some other solution.
Okay, if I can’t signal them to come get me, I have to find a way to get from here to there.
In my search through the crates I was focused on finding a radio and didn’t see anything like a spacesuit, but I do another pass anyway.
My life would get easier and probably greatly extended if I could just find a suit in here somewhere.
Another riffling through the random items turns up nothing. Just lots of raw parts and quick fix materials to keep everything in the DARPA labs running.
This is increasingly looking like a lose-lose situation.
My best course of action may be to start praying to different deities in order of popularity for hope of divine intervention.
Fuck.
The cold is getting to me and I can feel my body shivering.
I find a sheet of mylar insulation and wrap it around me, hoping it will keep some of the heat in. It sort of kind of works a little. But it’s just a palliative in an increasingly dire situation.
I go back and look through the small window. The station is about 100 meters away now. It’s not a huge distance, but it might as well be across an ocean given the amount of vacuum between us.
Okay, David, don’t give up. You’ve been in worse situations…
Nope, not really. Sure, there was that time I thought I was going to have to suffocate in my spacesuit. But I had Laney looking out for me and an actual spacesuit to suffocate inside. Here I’m stuck in a freezing cargo container just wearing work clothes.
Think possible. Come up with some ideas. Anything.
Okay, I can’t reach the space station. What if I could communicate with them some other way?
This module is filled with tape and large plastic containers. What if wrote “Help!” using the tape and kicked one of the crates out the hatch? They’d have to see that floating through space and know I was onboard, right?
Sure. And my dead body floating next to the sign would also be a helpful indicator to my whereabouts.
There’s no airlock here. It’s just a hatch. Once I open it, all the air that’s keeping me alive will rush out and leave me choking. My sign is a horrible idea.
Okay, what’s next on the list of dumb suggestions?
What if I sealed my self inside a container and opened the hatch somehow? If I wrote, “In here!” on the crate they’d have to send something out to retrieve it. I think.
So, how do I seal myself inside a container and manage to open the hatch? Not even Space Houdini could pull that off.
There’s also the not inconsiderable problem of what happens if they don’t see my box or my sign. I’d just freeze and suffocate all that quicker.
Compared to the alternative, is a fast death really such a bad idea right now?

Forty-Eight
Ejecta

Last time I thought I was going to die in space I’d kind of tricked myself into thinking I was okay with the whole thing. After all, I’d basically saved the world. Everything else is downhill from there.
If I’d known I’d be trying to pay rent by acting as an underwater rent-a-cop trying to stop delinquent catfish, I might have reconsidered a bright and fiery death burning up in the atmosphere.
Right now, facing asphyxiation and freezing, that doesn’t sound all that bad.
Asphyxiation…
I climb through all the crap I set free and find the box with the small oxygen cylinders. Each one has about a half hour of air in them, but if I stick a hose into them and let them slowly release their high oxygen mix, I’ll last a little longer.
Okay. One problem solved. I’ve got a couple more hours of freezing to death.
Back to the question of how I get the hell off this thing?
I’d discarded the idea of trying to throw something out the hatch because this module doesn’t have an airlock. What if it did?
I look around at some of the large crates. I might be able to push two of them against the hatch and improvise something that doesn’t leak as much air as outright leaving the door wide open.
But how would I operate the handle?
I swat through a cluster of tape and try to find a long metal rod or something else I could use to open and close the hatch while I’m on the other side of a wall of containers.
Sealing them up wouldn’t be all that difficult; I’ve got all the repair tape in the world I could possibly hope for. Unfortunately, I can’t find a way to open or close the hatch that wouldn’t suck me into the vacuum of space.
Back to square zero.
I peer through the window at the Sagan station. It’s noticeably smaller now. The bright lights glitter through the frost on the glass from my breath. It’s a pretty thing from here, but so so far away.
With all this tape though, I could make a rope bridge from here to there and just climb across — If I wouldn’t suffocate and die from depressurization.
But it’s a beautiful thought.
All this tape. I could write “Help me!” on the hull if I had a way to go out there.
I find a small tool kit with a sharp blade and some tools for picking away at 3D printed models.
I could use one of them to puncture a hole in the module that would act as mini jet when the atmosphere rushes out.
While that could send me back towards the Sagan, it’s just as likely to cause me to spin uncontrollably or sail right past it.
I’ll save that as plan Z, in the event of there being no other option and I decide to just “do something,” instead of passively dying.
Hell, there’s a good chance I could ram the Sagan. That’ll serve them right for abandoning me.
I search through the supplies, hoping something jumps out at me, but come up empty.
To conserve heat, I crawl into one of the smaller crates and crouch inside like a cat in a cardboard box. It’s not elegant or a proud way to die, but I’m not shivering as much.
My brain has been over every solution I can consider and still hasn’t had a master stroke of genius.
I allow myself a moment of motivational daydreaming to imagine what I’d do if I got out of this.
I’d have thought I’d be focused on seeking revenge on whoever did this to me, but all I can think about is what it would be like to kiss Laney. Not the brother-sister fraternal pecks we give each other, but a long tongue-twisting kiss where I run my fingers through her hair and feel her in my arms. That kind of kiss.
I’ve kissed a lot of girls, but I’ve never desired one particular kiss as much as this one.
Damn it, David. Do something.
Other than puncturing the hull and turning this into the Last Resort Express, all my other options involve opening the hatch to do something. And opening the hatch would be suicide because I don’t have a spacesuit.
A spacesuit. You knew it would be cold down here, but you decided not to wear your suit. Now look at you, freezing to death and trapped in a giant coffin because of a fashion choice.
There’s dozens of space suits on the station. Each person has the one they brought up with them and the reserves that belong to the station.
You have two spacesuits at your disposal, David. You brought none.
All you have is a module filled with small parts and a bunch of rolls of tape.
Too bad you can’t make a spacesuit out of all that repair tape.
Because that would be…
No, your brain is just shutting down and you’ve had too much CO2. You can’t use a bunch of repair tape to actually make a spacesuit.
This stuff is basically duct tape. Sure, it’s super-strong, is carbon-reinforced and uses a special polymer sealant — but it’s not spacesuit material.
Alright, but what is a spacesuit?
Primarily it’s a sealed environment designed to keep your body at one atmosphere of pressure.
What if I taped my limbs and turned one of these boxes into a helmet with a small plastic visor?
The suit would leak and I’d run out of air.
Sure, but it only has to last a few minutes, just long enough to get from here to the station.
I could certainly increase my odds by puncturing a hole and using the oxygen cylinders as propellant…
This is a horrible plan.
Seriously, you can’t make a spacesuit out of this stuff.
Wrong, David. You can make a shitty spacesuit out of spacesuit repair material. It might be so shitty that you’ll only last a few seconds, or just shitty enough to make it to the airlock on the Sagan.
The question is this: Do you want to wait here and die all alone, but proud of the fact that you never risked your life using a shitty spacesuit?
Or do you want to go out like a man who fucking at least tried to survive by using his damn tool-maker monkey brain in one last ditch effort to save himself?
Yes, I’m realistically going to die either way. But do I want them to find me cowering in a box inside the module? Or floating in space in my own home-made shitty spacesuit where years later people will be speculating how it almost could have worked?
Fuck it.
They can laugh all they want.
I’m making a god damn shitty duct tape spacesuit.

Forty-Nine
Pressure

In 1965, Jim Leblanc, a NASA technician was inside a vacuum chamber at the equivalent of 150,000 feet of altitude testing a space suit. While doing a mobility test his oxygen supply tube came loose causing the suit to rapidly depressurize.
Leblanc’s only out of the ordinary sensation before he blacked out was the feeling of the saliva on his tongue boiling off.
Fortunately, his quick thinking coworkers were able to rapidly re-pressurize the chamber and get to him before the lack of pressure killed him.
Even to this day, the effect of vacuum on the human body is poorly understood. The bulk of our knowledge comes from accidents like Leblanc’s and animal testing.
Dogs exposed to vacuum would pass out after a few seconds but could endure as long as a minute and a half without permanent damage.
Chimpanzees could go as long as three minutes.
We don’t know how long a human can last before suffering irreparable harm.
What we do know is that a person will pass out within the first few seconds. All the surface moisture in the body: Saliva, sweat and tears will evaporate and the tissue in the lungs will begin to swell and start to burst.
As the air bubbles inside the body start to expand, a person’s skin will begin to swell, like my foot after the space shoe mishap. Whole body exposure in animals has been described as resembling an inflated goat skin.
Assuming I’m more chimp-like than dog, three minutes might be enough to get me from the module to the Sagan airlock if a lot of things work right. However, it would be pointless if I was passed out.
I can hold my breath for five minutes in a pinch — and in a pressurized environment. Holding your breath in a vacuum will kill you.
While I can rig one of these oxygen cylinders as a breathing mechanism, all that air won’t do me any good if my body is swelling up to ridiculous proportions, bursting my lung tissue apart.
First and foremost, I need to protect my head. Second, I have to figure out how to keep the other orifices on my body from explosively evacuating.
I search through the floating parts and find a rectangle of clear plastic about eight inches wide and three tall. This will be my visor. I tuck it into a container so I can come back to it later.
After I have my oxygen tank and breathing tube, I start building my suit. Technically, it’s not so much a suit as turning myself into a living mummy.
I start by tightly wrapping the tape over my soft shoes and biding my feet up past my ankle and around the outside of my pants.
Next, I bind my calves and thighs, leaving my knees with some mobility. I’ll put a layer of tape over them, but I expect to get some swelling.
For my groin, I pull down my pants and apply the tape to my bare skin, making a painful jockstrap. It’s absolutely critical I make as airtight of a seal as I possibly can.
As I twist the tape around my private parts I begin to realize the most excruciating part of this process may be when it comes time to take the tape off.
I tell myself it’s a small price to pay for survival.
After wrapping my johnson and butt securely, I pull my pants back up and do another pass, binding my trousers tightly to my thighs and waist.
This won’t be a perfect seal by any stretch of the imagination. There’s a reason space suits cost hundreds of thousands of dollars and aren’t made from fancy duct tape. But if this can slow down the rate of de-pressurization, I might stand a chance.
I wrap the tape around my torso until I get to my chest, then wrap the tape around my arms, leaving my elbows free. Next, I wrap my fingers with the knuckles bare. After I’m done with my head, I’ll put a layer over them last.
I’d love to have the time to make a helmet, but I don’t. The module will have re-entered the Earth’s atmosphere by the time I make something reasonably suitable.
Instead, I stick an air hose in my mouth and the clear plastic over my eyes and start wrapping my head with the tape.
I use two rolls, making sure my head is completely bound. This is not a comfortable feeling, to put it mildly. But at least I’m a little warmer now.
Three more rolls of tape are used to firm up the rest of my body where I want to minimize swelling and exposure.
Doing this while breathing through a small hose isn’t a pleasurable experience.
At last I reach the point where any more tape will make me too tightly bound to be able to move.
I connect an air tank to my breathing hose and let the gas trickle into my mouth, filling my lungs with pure oxygen. I don’t have any way to vent the air back out. My plan is to just let the valve stay open once I open the airlock.
If through some miracle my “suit” is airtight, I should have a few minutes to make it to the Sagan. If there’s a leak, I won’t have any problem exhaling the air being pumped into my lungs.
Okay, David. You’ve made your stupid suit — well, technically I’ve only just triaged all the parts of my body that are vulnerable in vacuum.
This might give me a few minutes at best. While the space tape is meant for patching a suit in an emergency, it’s not actually meant to be used to make a whole space suit — so let’s temper our expectations about the rest of our life.
I glance through the window on the hatch and see the very tiny point of light that’s the Sagan.
To get from here to there I need one last hack.
I take a small oxygen cylinder and tape it to my left forearm so the nozzle is pointing towards my elbow.
The plan it to open the airlock, release that valve, and point my fist at the station, letting the escaping air propel me like a small rocket.
As I start to turn the wheel on the hatch, I give myself about a one in ten chance of actually surviving.
What I need is a miracle.

Fifty
Target

The hatch on the module has an inner and an outer ring. The inner section is designed to open outwards and the outer ring opens inwards.
I spin the wheel that disengages the inner hatch and pull my body away as the handle is ripped out of my grasp by the explosion of air pressure as the entire chamber vents into space.
Along with the outflow of air is a good portion of all the junk I’d set free from the boxes.
I have to shield myself from an onslaught of flying debris as it flies into space.
It only takes a few seconds and the compartment is completely empty of air. This also means there’s nothing left for me to breathe except for the hissing air blowing into my mouth.
My cheeks start to explode outwards and my lungs feel like they’re going to explode.
At first I think I’m about to suffocate in the vacuum, then I realize that I did too good of a job of sealing my head. The air coming from the tank has no place to go — except into my body. I shut off the valve before I damage my lungs.
Now I have to make it to the Sagan on the last breath I took. Good thing I spent a week underwater working on my diving skills as I fought a giant catfish.
I pull myself through the hatch and panic as soon as I realize the Sagan is no longer visible.
There’s spare parts for as far as the eye can see, colliding and floating away like a meteor storm, but there’s no space station.
Well, this could be a problem.
I can’t have drifted that far away — I didn’t take that long make the suit.
Wait, venting the module probably turned me around a little.
I pull myself over the edge and see the station directly overhead. But man, does it look far away.
You know what? It’ll get a lot further away if I don’t do something.
I twist the knob on the air tank attached to my arm and I’m jerked forward like I’m holding onto Thor’s hammer, which I can never pronounce.
My arm keeps wanting to fly off in some random direction, so I have to use all my effort to keep it pointed at the Sagan.
I have no idea how fast I’m going — and for an eternity that was probably only two seconds — I would have sworn I wasn’t moving.
Quickly I learn how to not overcompensate for the force of the air tank and stay relatively on course for the station. It begins to grow larger, but still seems impossibly far away.
As I soar through space I take inventory of how my body feels.
Parts of me are really hot. Parts feel cold. While I can’t tell if any of my extremities are experiencing swelling, I keep touching my tongue against the roof of my mouth, waiting to see if I get the evaporating saliva sensation Leblanc described when he depressurized.
So far, so good.
Of course, I’m not actually getting any oxygen into my lungs. I’ve got another few minutes before my brain starts to shut down. I’m not even going to think about the radiation right now.
When I begin to feel a little woozy, I’ll go ahead and turn the air tank on my chest back on, for what it’s worth.
The tank on my arm stop spewing white vapor as it gives out its last breath.
Meanwhile, the Sagan is getting closer, but still too far away.
Stopping at the right point and not over shooting the station is going to be another trick onto itself.
To attempt to course correct, I have another oxygen tank strapped to my right arm with the nozzle pointed towards my wrist.
It’s not meant so much to decelerate me, as allow me steer myself close enough that I don’t overshoot the station.
The inside of my visor is starting to get foggy and the Sagan is just one glowing star.
Not good. I won’t be able to make out the airlock from the rest of the station if this gets any worse.
If I can’t hit that directly, I’m screwed.
There’s an emergency switch that would let me in and quickly pressurize the airlock if I can get to it. Right now that’s not looking so hot.
The glow of the station has just turned into three separate bright spots through the fog of my visor.
Which one is the Sagan? What the hell are the others?
Screw it, aim for the middle — only I can’t aim. My only option it to open my wrist valve and try to steer myself towards there.
Is this too soon?
Suddenly my mouth starts to go dry.
Fuck, my helmet is venting!
I turn the valve on my chest wide open and feel a rush of air enter my lungs.
I’m still conscious, so that’s good.
Time to do the wrist valve.
I twist the nozzle and try to keep the bright light in view. The glow is so intense on my visor that all I see is one giant light.
BAM!!! My body just slammed into something.
My arm starts to jerk around from the escaping air. I have to fight with it for a few seconds to get the valve closed.
Finally it stops and I can feel the hull of the Sagan through my numb fingers.
Well, damn. I’m here. But where? I can’t see shit through my visor.
Think of the layout of the station, David. Grab a railing.
Okay. I think I hit somewhere below the airlock module. Time to move your ass.
Hand over hand, I pull myself along a railing until I reach the rectangular hatch for the airlock.
My fingers, which I can barely feel, probe around for the panel with the release lever.
They slide along the metal and dip into a crevice.
That’s got to be it. My muscles ache and my body feels so weak, I’m not even sure if I can pull it down. My vision is already going dark as I start to pass out.
Worst. Idea. Ever.

Fifty-One
Specimen

If I were to order the excruciating pain I’m experiencing, I’d have to put the burning sensation of my lungs at the top. Second is the pulsing roar of my inner ear. Third would be the icy pinpricks of every joint in my body. That’s not counting all the parts that are too numb to even feel.
Consciousness comes back to me slowly, like long gauze strips are being unwound from around my head.
At first I’m aware that I’m aware. Which is good. Then I hear the sound of indistinct voices. Bright white light begins to filter through my eyelids.
Some point after that, I’m conscious of Dr. Warren pointing a beam into my eye as his face hovers inches away from mine.
I start to speak, but my vocal chords have been replaced by raspy strips of sandpaper.
“I take it I made it…” I manage to whisper through the oxygen mask.
“Let’s not pop the champagne until we make sure you’re not at risk of a sudden embolism.”
He props open my other eyelid and makes a disgusted face.
Reflexively, I reach a hand up, but the pain is too intense.
“Relax. You won’t lose the eyes. I just wouldn’t take any Christmas card photos anytime soon.”
“That bad?”
“This is a joke, right? David, there’s not an inch of your body that isn’t bruised, swollen, dilated or blistered. I’ve seen corpses that have gone through years of decay that look better than you. If a zombie took a look at your face, it’d go the other way.”
“Your bedside manner is inspiring. How long have I been out?” I ask through raspy breaths.
“We pulled you from the airlock four hours ago.”
I was afraid that I’d lost days.
Warren walks over to a cabinet and rummages through a drawer. For the first time I realize I’m in the medical clinic in the hotel. I have no idea how they got me down here.
“Hold still. I’m going to take some photos,” says Warren as he aims a camera at me.
“For the scrap album?”
“For the god damn textbooks. You just made me the foremost expert on the adverse effects of vacuum exposure. I’ll be the top speaker at conferences around the world for years. You made my career, David.”
“Happy to help.”
I’m still dazed and trying to piece things together.
I sit in quiet agony as he uses the camera to get close-up shots of my extremities.
When I look down, I notice two things: I’m only wearing a towel over my junk and my body is purple and yellow.
My knees are swollen cantaloupes and my toes rub together like fat plumbs.
“Amazing, right?” Warren puts the camera down. “How squeamish are you?”
“What do you got?” I nervously look down at my groin.
“Oh, don’t worry that should still work. You didn’t happen to keep any records on size and girth beforehand, did you?”
I shake my head, not sure if he’s kidding or not. While everything is numb down there, I’m vaguely aware of the feeling of what might be my swollen balls pressing against my inner thighs.
Oh dear lord.
“Any permanent damage?”
“We’ll have to wait and see. Individually, you should see improvement over the next couple days. Children might not cry on sight in a couple weeks.
“Get me a mirror…”
“I don’t know if I’d recommend that. Oh hell, you’re a big boy.”
Warren takes a small plastic mirror from a drawer and holds it in front of me.
“If you have any questions, just ask. I’m still making up names for some of the shit that happened to you. Fucking incredible.”
Holy. Crap. The face looking at me is unrecognizable. In a sentence: Yellow-pumpkin-face-boxer.
I’d heard anecdotal stories from older pilots about secret military facilities where accounts of alien experiments came from. They told me the real story behind the story was that these strange, distorted, swollen-headed creatures witnesses saw were pilots of high-altitude reconnaissance planes who had pressure suit malfunctions.
The face looking back at me is too primitive and malformed to ever be confused for a higher lifeform. I look like I’m suffering from some kind of genetic disorder.
“Should we send that photo to your mother?”
“Let’s wait until Mother’s Day.”
Warren puts the mirror away and picks up the camera again. He starts taking pictures of something on the floor.
My neck screams as I turn my head to see what he’s aiming at.
There on the ground is the remnants of my space suit. Cut to tatters so they could get it off my body: Warren has roughly arranged it back into human form so he can capture it for posterity.
“Jesus Christ,” he mumbles. “A space suit out of duct tape.”
“Technically, that’s high-cohesion amorphous polymer tape.”
“Technically, you’re lucky I know how to remove that stuff or you’d be looking at a full body skin graft — which isn’t a real thing.”
“Thanks.”
“Actually, thank Dr. Turco. She’s the one that was able to make the solvent so we didn’t have to rip off your flesh. If it wasn’t for her, I’m not sure we could have got your lungs working in time. You had a lot of fluid in there. I’m probably going to have to drain you later.”
“Joy.”
“And I’m going to stick my scope down there to take some more pictures, just because I can.”
My head begins to clear a little, which gives me some clarity but also makes me aware of the excruciating pain all over my body.
“Did they catch them?” I ask.
“Catch who?”
“The person who sealed me into the storage unit and ejected me.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“The storage module. The one I was inside of. Someone set off the release.”
“No. That’s not what happened at all. The station’s micro-meteor impact alarm went ape shit and everything sealed up automatically.”
“Someone locked me in.”
Warren shakes his head. “Maybe you tripped the alarm. All I know is I was sound asleep and all hell broke loose. We had no idea you were even missing until you smashed into the airlock.”

Fifty-Two
Outpatient

I know I saw someone through the window. My module ending up adrift right as I discovered the missing canister is no coincidence. Someone wanted me dead — and still wants that to happen.
Warren checks my wounds and fusses over some monitoring equipment while I sit here and privately fume. I can’t make a big deal about what I saw right now. I’m in a rather vulnerable position. I just have to give the swelling a few more hours then make my way to my lab where I can make a secure connection to Earth and tell them what really happened.
For the time being, I have to wait this out and not mention that I saw someone try to kill me — because that person is on this station, possibly in this room.
I watch Warren out of the corner of my eye. It’d be very easy for him to do something now that would end me. A bubble in one of the tubes feeding my fluids… “Accidentally” give me the wrong medication… Hell, he could just put a pillow over my face and say I suffocated from fluid build up. How many coroners have ever looked at a body with this kind of damage?
Although, from Warren’s reaction, I can tell this is mostly superficial. I’m bruised and swollen, but nothing appears to be failing. Still, he knows a hell of a lot more about how the body works and can be made not to work than I do.
“Okay, David, just sit still for a while,” he says, heading for the door.
“You’re leaving me?”
“Yeah. It’s kind of boring in here. I hate hospitals.” He taps a wrist display. “I’ll monitor you from this. If you’re still experiencing pain in an hour we’ll see about medicating that. For now I just want your body to do its own thing.”
“Taking advantage of millions of years of adapting to harsh airless environments?”
“You’re still alive, aren’t you?”
“Thanks to duct tape and my brain.”
He glances at my space suit and shakes his head. “Your brain. Good one.”
He’s probably an amazing doctor and saved my life, but I’m kind of glad when he leaves. There’s not much point to arguing with him that the primary reason I’m alive is because I figured out how to survive in space a little longer than a human should be able to.
Let him think that his god-like powers are the reason I’m still alive.
Despite the pain, or because of it, I manage to doze off a little.
I wake up a little while later to the sound of a sponge being wrung into a bowl. When I open my eyes, Samantha is gently washing my forehead.
I get self-conscious about my little towel then realize that I’m covered with a thin blanket.
“How’s it going?” I give her a smile.
I can see from the reaction she’s trying to hide that I’m still hideous.
“It’s okay, you can say it,” I tell her.
“I once set my American Girl doll on fire. She looked better afterwards than you do right now.”
“So the make out session has been canceled?”
“Uh, yeah, for the time being. Have you looked at your lips?”
“Puffy?” I run my tongue across them and feel how cracked they are. “Oh. Gross.”
“I’ll put some moisturizer on them. To be honest, we got to put a lot of things all over you.”
I try to make a growling sound and fail miserably, only producing a pathetic gurgle.
“What was that?”
“I think I’m thirsty.”
She puts a straw to my lips. “Sip.”
Water trickles out the corner of my mouth. She uses a towel to wipe away my spittle.
“Thanks.”
“What were you thinking, David?”
You know, I’m getting tired of people acting like I tried to win the Darwin Awards. I made a friggin’ space suit from duct tape! And they all act like I tried to do a jet ski jump into a toilet bowl.
“I don’t know, survive?”
“We would have come and got you.”
“How the hell was I supposed to know? And when? Warren says you guys didn’t even know that I wasn’t here until I smashed into the airlock.”
“I was looking for you. There were comm problems, so we couldn’t hail the whole station.”
Of course there were. Whoever decided to maroon me had this planned out pretty well. They covered all their bases.
What I wonder is if they were just waiting for me to do something stupid that took me to a remote section of the station — or if they were planning on pulling this ejection stunt on my lab?
“What were you doing in there?” asks Samantha.
My survival depends on nobody really knowing what I was up to. I think I like Samantha, but I can’t tell her.
“I was curious about the station.”
“So you go walking around at three in the morning?”
“It’s not my preferred nocturnal activity, but I was bored.”
“Next time, come knock on my door. That will be a lot safer.”
I give her a weak smile. “Noted.”
“Of course, who knows if we’ll be up here on the station at the same time again. Maybe that window just closed.”
“Warren says I’ll be fine in a few days.” I raise my arm and look at my sausage-like fingers. “I think this is already starting to go down.”
“That’s good, but the shuttle will be up here for you tomorrow.”
“Shuttle? What shuttle?”
“The one taking you home. You can’t stay up here like this.”
Damn it. I can’t leave now. My best chance at catching whoever did this is while I’m still up here with them. Once I’m gone and they return to Earth, we may never have another chance.
“I can’t go back.”
“Are you insane? You almost died twice.”
I grab her wrist and squeeze. “They can’t send me back.”
“Not my choice.”

Fifty-Three
Housecall

Through no small amount of pleading and begging, I convince Samantha to help me up to my lab. I basically had to threaten to try to make it there by going up the ladder by myself to get her to relent.
This time, I used the small elevator, more of a dumb waiter, to ascend into the zero-grav section.
While being weightless certainly has taken a lot of strain off my body, it’s making the swollen areas sting even more as fluid begins to build up in the distended tissue.
I pretend like everything is fine. I don’t want to give her a reason to get Dr. Warren to pull rank and send me back to the clinic.
Everything rides on me being able to talk my superiors down below out of sending me home. Once I’m off the station, the trail could grow cold and we might never know who was the spy and lose our best chance at catching Silverback — the double-agent that killed my friends.
I grab a handrail and attempt to pull myself through the central corridor. I end up making a weak gesture and letting out a groan that’s a little more audible than I intended.
Samantha, floating next to me in her tank top and yoga pants, shakes her head. “Pathetic.”
“Have I told you how becoming zero-gravity is on you?” I reply as a distraction.
“Try that line when you don’t look like a bad horror movie. Come on.” She grabs me by my waistband and helps guide me around the corner and into the secure section.
I use my thumb to get through the lock on the outer door. Samantha pushes me inside.
We come to a stop at my hatch. “I got it from here.”
“Why am I not convinced?”
“I’ll be fine.” I grab a handle and rotate my body upright, trying to look confident and full of vigor, hiding the fact that I would be sprawled on the floor if I tried this in gravity. “I’ve been conserving my energy and I’m feeling a lot better.”
“Bullshit. I’m calling you on the comm in twenty minutes. If you don’t respond I’m getting Tamara to break the door down with an axe.”
“She has a key.”
“Whatever. I’ll be up here if you need me.” Samantha floats back through the secure section and towards her lab.
I manage to get through my door and fastened into the seatbelt that keeps me in place in front of my workstation.
Besides the fact that there’s not much of a defined up or down orientation to weightless work environments, the other stand out feature is that you almost never see anything that resembles a seat. There’s not much point to providing cushions for your ass when it never touches them.
Locked into place, I use my chubby fingers to initiate a call with Space Ops.
Baylor’s face appears on the screen. “David, is that you?”
“Speaking. I’m in the lab using the secure connection.”
“Yes, I can tell. Hold on a second.”
She pulls back from her screen and calls out to Jessup and Laney. They lean into frame on either side.
“David? We’re not getting video from you,” says Laney.
“Hey, Menace! I know. Don’t worry about that. Listen, I need you guys to call off the shuttle you’re sending to pick me up.”
“Why would we do that?” replies Jessup. “According to AstroFirma, Dr. Warren says you’re in very serious condition. We’re also sending up a NASA specialist on vacuum exposure.”
“Warren is a quack. I’m fine. A little swelling, but that’s it. You can’t send me down now. We’re really close to cracking this.”
“You were almost killed by a micro-meteorite impact on the station,” says Baylor. “We’ve heard you experienced an excessive amount of vacuum exposure. Something about a surplus space suit that malfunctioned?”
“Technically speaking it was something I made out of duct tape. The important thing was that someone tried to kill me. There was no micro-meteorite incident. I was in a storage module belonging to DARPA checking the canisters they use to send samples back to Earth. I discovered they were two short. That’s when someone decided to eject me from the station.”
“Wait? Are you saying this was an attempt on your life?” asks Jessup.
“Absolutely.”
“And you expect us to leave you up there?”
“I’m close to catching this person. Real close. If you send me back down they’ll get away.”
“We can keep track of them.”
“Maybe. But the evidence will be gone. And if Silverback thinks they’re a liability, I don’t know how much longer they’d have to live. This is the closest we might ever come.”
“And we almost lost you.”
“Almost. They screwed up and tipped their hand. They knew if I realized canisters were missing that might lead me to them.”
“How?”
“I’m working on that. There had to have been some kind of switch made. Maybe the station records will show us who. We can start by looking up the cargo manifest on the ship that blew up. Our thief might have had a shipment of their own.”
“Working on it,” says Laney.
“David, you still haven’t given me a compelling reason to let you stay,” replies Jessup. “I don’t want to risk your life again.”
“They had their shot. They wanted to keep me from telling you what I just did. Going after me a second time would be stupid.”
“And what kind of condition are you in?”
“I’m fine.”
“Let us be the judge of that. Turn on the video monitor, David.”
I try to bluff him. “The camera isn’t working.”
“Then go to your bunk and call Washburn. If you don’t let us have a look at you, I’m going to call Dr. Warren myself and have you sedated and dragged back to Earth.”
“Fine.” I turn the camera on.
“Jesus Christ,” says Jessup. “No way. Why the hell aren’t you in the clinic right now?”
I catch my own image in a small screen at the corner of the display. It’s hideous.
Almost as disturbing is the reaction on all of their faces.
“Guys, relax. It’s just swelling. I feel fine.”
“Then why is blood trickling out of your nose?” Laney says a little shrilly.
I wipe a sleeve under my nostril. “This? It’s mostly mucous. Normal.”
“Bullshit,” says Jessup.
I’m hearing that word a lot today.
I need to take a different tactic. “Okay, so you send your NASA doc up here, what’s he going to say that Warren hasn’t already?”
“They can bring you back down.”
“Oh, so you want to put me in my present condition onboard a spacecraft that’ll pull at least three g’s on reentry and make me go through that? Did your specialist tell you what the current research is on vacuum trauma and high-speed reentry? Medically speaking, it’s probably best if I stay here.”
“So you’re a doctor now?”
“Warren is more than up to the job of treating me. The best course of action is for me to stay put.”
Jessup fixes me with an intense scowl. I can tell he’s thinking this over and realizes the urge to bring me back to Earth was more of a knee-jerk reaction than one made from a sound medical point of view.
“That still doesn’t help with the fact that you’re up there with a killer.”
“True. But I have a solution to that.”

Fifty-Four
Revelations

“How are you going to stop this person from killing you?” asks Jessup.
“By turning the rest of the station against them. I want to come clean and tell them why I’m here. Hell, half of them have already assumed something close to the truth. It’s time to fess up and admit that I’m actually working on behalf of the government in some kind of fact-finding capacity.”
“We’ve gone over this, David. We need to protect what and how we know about the Chinese satellite.”
“And we will. Whoever tried to kill me probably did so under the orders of Silverback. They probably think this is just about the destruction of the ship and the potential theft of their samples. Now that we know the canisters are somehow involved, that gives us a plausible explanation for the focus of the investigation.”
“You’re not an investigator, Dixon.”
“No. I’m not. But I’m all we got up here.”
“If I say ‘yes,’ how do we proceed?”
“First I tell everyone what I’m up here for — or rather the shaded version of the truth. Then we try to find the other canister.”
“You think the thief still has it in their possession?”
“No. They may have moved it. Or maybe not. Either way, it’s a good place to start. If I can get the whole station looking for the canister in teams it’ll give me a chance to observe them and also look for other clues.”
“And if they’re paired up it’ll give them less opportunity to kill you,” adds Laney.
“Yes. Assuming they even want to try at this point.”
Jessup has a pained look on his face. “I don’t like this. I don’t like any of this.”
“We can’t let him stay up there,” says Laney.
“Hey! I thought you were on my side?”
“Have you looked at yourself? At the very least we should move you to the US/iCosmos or some other station.”
I was hoping Laney would be in my corner. I’d take her response as some kind of betrayal, but the hurt in her eyes as she looks at me tells me an entirely different story.
“Menace, I’m fine.”
“Bullshit.” She turns to Jessup. “You can’t seriously be considering this? Hasn’t David suffered enough?”
“It’s what I was meant for, kiddo,” I reply. “I’ll be fine. Besides, once I’m out in the open I get to have my comm on full-time and you plugged into my ear.”
“You sure you want that?”
“No question.” I try to smile, but stop when I see the jack-o-lantern in the lower corner of my screen.
“Okay,” says Jessup. “We keep you on the comm 24-7. No more sightseeing by yourself. Always have at least two other people with you in case one of them is the thief. Ideally, keep everyone in one area.”
“Easier said than done. These people are like cats. But I’ll try to put some fear into them.”
“I’m going to task one of our surveillance satellites to monitor communications.”
“It’ll be encrypted.”
“Probably. But we can see what part of the station somebody is transmitting from. Also, we can use our lasers to bounce off the hull and eavesdrop.”
“Wait? Wasn’t the satellite doing that before?” I ask.
“You weren’t our only priority,” says Jessup with no follow-up.
Baylor types into her keyboard. “David, I’m sending you a file for the 3D printer.”
“Captain, I don’t think I need to continue this charade anymore.”
“This one you do,” says Jessup.
I open up the file to have a look. It’s a pistol — but not a conventional one with chemical bullets.
“What the hell is this? A laser gun?”
“No,” replies Baylor. “A handheld rail gun. The coil powers a pneumatic pump that shoots plastic bullets. They’re lethal, but they wont poke a hole in the station unless you aim them somewhere you shouldn’t.”
I rotate the design and look at it from a few different angles. “Jesus. This looks like a real gun.”
“That’s the point,” says Jessup. “Baylor will send you a 3D holster too. If you’re going to come out of the closet as a government operative, then it’s important to look the part.”
Damn. A gun. A gun in space. This never works out well for me.
“Last question. What agency do I tell them I’m from?” I’m pretty sure I can’t say Penumbra.
“Well, our charter from Congress just got authorized. So tell them the truth: Tell them you’re from United States Space Operations.”
“So, Space Ops? Cool. When do we get badges?”
“Let’s hold off until you can take a proper ID photo,” Laney replies.

Fifty-Five
Inpatient

It takes 30 minutes for the printer to assemble the gun and the robotic manipulators only five to fit all the parts together. I’d test fire it, but after my shoe mishap, I’d rather take the chance I won’t need it then have it blow up in my hand.
I slide it into the holster under my jacket and leave the zipper open. The whole point of the gun is to make it look like I’m some kind of authority.
I hope everyone else buys that, because I sure as hell don’t.
My intercom rings and Warren’s angry face appears on the monitor. I buzz him through the outer hatch and open the door to my module.
“Of all the stupid patients I’ve dealt with…” He spots the gun under my arm as my jacket opens in the air current. “Jesus Christ. Did you suffer brain damage too?”
I grab him by the arm and pull him inside my lab. The effort sends icy needles through my arm, but I try not to show it.
I point to his medical backpack. “Painkillers. Give me whatever you can that won’t make me foggy.”
“You mean locals? Like injections? No way.”
“This isn’t a debate. In ten minutes I’m going to call everyone together and I can’t look like I’m about to fall to pieces.”
Warren floats there, staring at me, trying to figure out if I’ve gone mad.
“I’m a government agent sent here to investigate the explosion of the transport craft.”
His face goes wide with surprise. “Why the hell didn’t you say so?”
“I’ll explain later. Right now I need you to dig into your bag and find something that will numb the pain.”
“Dixon, that could cause nerve damage. We don’t know…”
I cut him off. “And if you don’t, it could be bad for us all.”
For a moment I think he’s going to argue with me. Instead he just mutters and starts digging through his medical supplies.
I go over to the door and type a code, sealing us in.
He looks up from a syringe.
“What’s the point of that?”
“I’ve locked us in. Not even Tamara can get through that door. If you try something, like giving me a sedative, you’re going to be stuck in here for a long time.”
“There goes that plan.” He puts the syringe away and takes out another.
Part of my concern is that he could still be my attempted killer. Although, his reaction to my locked door ploy indicates that his feeble attempt to knock me out may have been out of what he thought was my best interest.
“You’re pretty intense when you get angry,” says Laney over my comm.
“You don’t know the half of it.”
“The half of what?” asks Warren.
I tap my earpiece. “Talking to my superiors.”
“Right,” he replies, not sure if I’m insane or not.
“Did you just call me you superior?”
I ignore her and keep my attention on Warren. Part of Laney’s job, besides providing me helpful facts, is moral support.
Back in the iCosmos control center we always had somebody standing by, usually a veteran astronaut to hop on the comm in intense times with calming anecdotes and sometimes helpful information.
Warren holds up a syringe. “Ready? This will numb your joints and cut down on some of the pain, but I don’t recommend we do that.”
“Understood. Do it.”
“Right. I just want your friends, hopefully not imaginary, to know this.”
“They do.”
“Read us the label,” says Laney.
“Hand me that?” I hold out my hand for the syringe.
Warren rolls his eyes. “I don’t recommend you administer that.”
“I’m not. Just being cautious.” The label is visible through a window in the handle. “Ropivacaine?”
“You’re good,” says Laney.
I hand the needle back to Warren.
He injects me in all my joints, which is made easier by the swelling, giving him plenty of surface area to target.
“Happy now?” he asks.
I rub my knees and elbows, trying to work the anesthetic into the tissue. “I’ll know in a little while. Now I need something for my face.”
“Have you considered a paper bag?”
“I’ll punch his lights out,” growls Laney.
“An anti-inflammatory to get the swelling down.”
“The swelling is your body’s natural way of healing. Otherwise I would have done something in the clinic for you.”
“Understood. But I need to get the puffiness down. Let’s not argue about it.”
He takes another syringe from his pack. “This will make you feel a little woozy.”
“How much?”
“In your condition? No way of telling.”
“Fine. We’ll leave it.”
I check my face in the computer monitor. It’s a little improved, but would still take first prize in the ugly pageant.
When I flex and stretch my hand I don’t feel as much pain as before. I also can’t feel much anything. It’s like wearing a thick pair of rubber gloves.
“One more thing. What sedative were you going to use on me?”
“Just a muscle relaxant. Nothing personal.”
“I want you to prepare a couple more.”
“What for?”
“I don’t exactly have a pair of handcuffs.”
“Handcuffs? I don’t understand.”
“Like I said, I’m here to investigate the transport explosion. The person who did that is also the one who just tried to kill me. And they’re still up here.”
“This just keeps getting better and better.”
When he finishes the doses I put them in a plastic pouch and slide them into my pocket. “Okay, Doc. Let’s go to the lounge module and call everyone together.”
“Wouldn’t it be easier if we gathered in the hotel?”
“Not for me.”
“Well, this is going to be entertaining. I can’t wait to see the look on Tamara’s face when you announce you’re placing the station under Marshal Law.”
Technically I really don’t have any jurisdiction. But if they don’t know that, then all the better. If I want to survive this, I’m going to have to bluff my heart out.
“Go get ‘em, Sheriff,” Laney says over the comm in my ear.

Fifty-Six
Command

“What the hell is this about?” shouts Tamara as she enters the lounge module. She takes a look at my face as I hover near the intercom where I’d made my station-wide announcement. “Why aren’t you in the clinic?”
“I’d rather wait until everyone else is here to explain.”
“Who the hell gave you the authority to make an announcement like that?”
“I’ll explain,” I reply.
“Like hell. I’m going to call your superiors and find out what’s going on.”
“You can’t.”
“What do you mean?” she asks, stopping herself at the hatch. She pushes her way to the intercom panel and starts pressing buttons. “I can’t reach Earth.”
Eduard floats into the module. “Is this about the communication interruption? I was talking to my wife when everything went down. Did the meteor hit take it out? Holy Jesus, Dixon! Your face!”
Attwell, Ling and Cara drift in, followed by Samantha and the rest of the station crew. Each one takes a look at my swollen mug and either says something sympathetic or goes bug-eyed.
I do a head count then start. “Yes. I’m ugly. Let’s just move past that.”
“Why can’t I reach Earth?” asks Tamara, interrupting me.
I decide it’s best to ignore her outbursts and stick to my prepared speech.
“As some of you have surmised, I’m here on business other than research. I’ve been sent by United States Space Operations to investigate the explosion of the transport craft. We have a solid reason to believe that it was sabotaged by one or more persons currently on this station.
“As you all know, a few hours ago I was in a module that was ejected from the station and had to…improvise a return. While the computer system says this was due to a micro-meteorite strike, that is false. Someone tried to kill me.”
I pause to study their reactions. This was part of my plan. I’m no social expert and probably couldn’t tell a saint from a sociopath, but I was hoping that someone might have a telling reaction.
So far, Attwell, Samantha, Ling and Warren are just staring at me, trying to figure out the implication of what I’ve revealing.
“Dr. Warren, is this man sane?” asks Tamara.
“He’s got a gun, either way.”
For the first time, she spots the shoulder holster visible under my jacket.
“You brought a gun onto my station?!” she yells.
“No. I built a gun on your station. It’s designed for pressurized environments.”
“I’m going to the command module to call somebody downstairs. This is outrageous.” Her face is like an angry plum.
“Don’t bother,” I reply. “As it’s been pointed out, communications are down because I’m jamming them.”
“You’re what?” asks Attwell.
“We’re jamming all outbound and inbound communications. We don’t want the traitor communicating with anyone.”
There’s a murmur of surprise around the room.
Tamara pushes her nose nearly to mine. “Under who’s authority?”
“Under my authority,” I say firmly. “Until we find out who destroyed the transport and tried to have me killed, I’m in command of this station.”
“We’ll see about that.” Tamara pushes me aside and moves towards the hatch.
Everyone in her path parts, like a school of fish avoiding a shark.
I point to a Swedish biochemist named Ansel. “Follow her.”
“I don’t need an escort,” snaps Tamara.
“From now on, we all have escorts. Including me. Somewhere on this station someone has hidden a metal container. One just like it was used to conceal an explosive that was used to destroy the transport.”
Tamara stop at the hatch to listen. Rather than dragging her back here, I realized that capturing her curiosity would do the trick better, and help me avoid using force in a way that could turn everyone in this room against me.
“I’m going to pair you off into teams and have you inspect different parts of the station I assign you.”
“What if we don’t want to?” asks, Yale Firman, an astronomer from the United States.
“We’ll lock you inside here or the Tiki module until we’ve finished searching.”
“You can’t do that. I have rights.”
“So did I when someone tried to space me. The purpose for locking you in is your own safety. Look around this room. One of these people is a killer. It could have been any one of you onboard that transport when it blew up. Somebody here, someone whose face you just stared at, is behind that.
“If you want to know who that is and stop them before they do something worse, then play along. We can have this whole station swept in an hour and maybe then we can have some answers.”
“And why the hell are we listening to you?” asks Firman.
“Because. Any other questions?”
Eduard raises his hand. “What do we do if we find this canister?”
“Call me. Don’t touch it, whatever you do.”
“I’m not sure of the legality of this,” he replies.
“Sue me later. In the meantime, I’m going to start pairing everyone up. We’re searching modules, crew quarters. Everywhere.”
“Hold up,” says Attwell. “We’ve got a secure section you need authorization to search.”
“I’ll inspect it with Cara.”
“Cara? Why her?”
“Because, out of the three of you, she’s the only one that wasn’t here when the transport was sabotaged.”
“I’m not authorized to let anyone else into my lab,” says, Alton, one of the Swedish biochemists.
“Tamara has authorization. As do I. We’ll search it.”
“I’m not trying to cause problems, but I’m not okay with that.”
“Then I’ll have you confined to quarters until a transport can take you home while we get the proper legal paperwork.”
“This is very unorthodox.”
“It certainly is. You can either cooperate or be an obstacle and make it easier for this person to hide their tracks and possibly do something drastic to this station.”
This gets Tamara’s attention. “Drastic? How?”
“The person who stole this canister is also likely the one that destroyed the transfer craft. If they used an explosive device once, there could be another hidden on this station.”
Alton’s mouth goes slack at this realization. “I withdraw my objection.”
“Good lord,” says Tamara. “A bomb on this station?”

Fifty-Seven
Search Party

I divide the crew into eight teams of two, based on randomness and who I assume is least likely to collude with our suspect. I take Tamara, Attwell and Warren with me to the command module so we can watch the search on the monitors that cover the public areas.
At Tamara’s suggestion, we have each of the teams use a video camera to transmit their search so we can follow along as they go into areas not covered by the station cameras.
I have four teams start their search in the lower section of the station and the others go from module to module in the upper section, starting with the least secured areas first.
If possible, I don’t want anybody yelling at me about violating industrial secrets or whatever. Which is kind of silly, due to the fact that most of the research up here takes place on little glass slides and is stored in computers we’re not asking for access to.
On a monitor, Samantha and Corine Monroe, an astronomer from Ohio State, enter a module where we store food supplies.
“You want us to search everything, boss?” asks Samantha.
“Please.”
She stares at the camera and rolls her eyes. “Were you my manager when I worked at McDonalds?”
“Couldn’t have been me. I worked at Burger King.”
“Really?”
“Fact. It’s how I paid for laser eye surgery so I could become a pilot.”
“You ever think that flipping burgers was your true calling?”
“Back to work.”
“Seriously,” says Laney in my comm. “Could she be trying any harder to flirt with you?”
I just make a noncommittal grunt.
One upside to using scientists to search the labs of other scientists is that they’re very respectful of the equipment. Perhaps a little too cautious.
I watch as Eduard and Alton enter Warren’s lab and do a quick inspection, looking behind his exercise equipment and into the cabinets, then leave.
“Hold up,” I call into the intercom then look over at Warren and Tamara hovering to my right. “Do you consider that thorough?”
Tamara shakes her head. “Each of those modules has an air filtration system under the floor. There’s a couple feet of extra space in there. And…” She gives Warren a sideways glance.
Warren reluctantly replies. “My refrigerator, where I keep samples. I’ll give Eduard the code if he promises not to lick all the vials.”
I call into the intercom. “You hear that guys? What part of ‘There might be a bomb on this station’ is unclear to you?”
“Perhaps you should call the bomb squad,” says Alton.
“They’re ten thousand miles away. That’s why I’m counting on you. I’m not asking you to touch or defuse anything. Just find the canister.”
I check the other monitor as a team enters the storage module below. Ling flashes his light into the crevices behind the crates then turns to the camera.
“This looks clear here,” he explains.
I have to resist the urge to be sarcastic. These are really, really smart people, but their street smarts are non-existent. “Dr. Ling, I need you and Randolph to look inside the boxes.”
“Inside?” He pans his light over the forty-foot long module. “There are hundreds here.”
“Yes, I understand. The more inconvenient the place, the more likely.”
“This is going to take forever,” says Warren. “Can I have your permission to go back to my lab once they’ve finished searching?”
“Negative. I need your eyes here helping me. And I’m going to have another team double-check the other’s work.”
He mumbles something about me being a petty tyrant. I just ignore him. I understand the frustration.
“Any suggestions, Collins?”
Tamara has been watching the monitors intensely. She’s either very concerned they won’t find something or afraid that they will.
“We need to check the superstructure, inside the walls. But we need people who won’t mess with anything that shouldn’t be tampered with.”
“Who do you trust?”
“Other than Butler and myself? Nobody.”
“How about Cara and Butler?” I ask.
“Okay. But I want to watch.”
“From here.”
She gives me an angry look at the suggestion that I don’t trust her. Too bad. The last thing I need is her and her helper pulling some kind of shenanigans to keep something concealed.
“Dr. Attwell, how hard would it be to make some kind of millimeter radar or some other device to look through the walls?”
“Give me a week and I could have something.”
Ugh. “That doesn’t really work with our time schedule.”
“Maybe a couple of days for something crude if I can get working on it right now.”
“Let’s finish the search first.”
“I’ve been thinking,” says Tamara. “We’ve got special thermal scanners we use to look for leaks and unequal temperature distributions. They also help us find faulty components in the wall. We might be able to use them to look for the canister. If it’s just a hollow chamber, it might show up as a cold pocket. And if we know the size.”
“Good call. How long to set up?”
“There’s one in the emergency tool kit in every module.” She drifts over to the red cabinet on the wall and pulls out a rectangular screen.
Of course. How did I overlook that?
I open up the intercom to the whole station. “Listen up folks. I want one member from every team to take the thermal imager from the emergency kit and use that to scan the hull for a rectangle the size of the canister.”
“How big was the canister again?” asks Doug Naylor, an industrial biochemist.
I thought I was pretty specific about that already. These people… I click through the monitors to see where he’s searching.
He and Amy Kim are in Samantha’s lab. Naylor has his head in the floor panel under her counter.
“It’s about twenty inches tall, Dr. Naylor. Should I send you a photo again?”
He pushes away and turns to the camera Kim is holding. “Maybe you want to come look at this instead?”
Kim rotates her camera to show a gleaming silver cylinder nestled behind a cluster of hoses.
Damn.

Fifty-Eight
Insight

Samantha is sitting in a bare room in the hotel with a camera trained on her. Her eyes are still full of tears, her cheeks puffy and red.
I had Tamara and Eduard escort her to the room. They say she insisted on her innocence, claiming she had no idea how the canister got into her lab and begged to talk to me.
I still haven’t spoken to her. I have a variety of reasons. One is that I don’t know what I should ask. I have no idea how to conduct an interrogation. I think it best to leave that up to the people back on Earth. I’m too unqualified.
The other reason is that I’m conflicted. While I suspected her, like everyone else, as a potential suspect from the get-go, it’s just hard to reconcile my experience with her with the implication of her actions.
Unfortunately, a lot of things fit. She was there when I found the jammer. Her anxiety of the exploding spacecraft could have been a mask for her guilt.
Still…I’m just not sure.
All my life I’d regarded myself as a fairly good judge of character. I steered clear of, or intentionally into, the kinds of girlfriends other guys suddenly described as “psycho.”
My sophomore year of college I was assigned a roommate that was the most charming person you could imagine meeting. He would pepper everyone with compliments and had an inspiring story about how he lost both his parents when he was a child and made his way through the foster program and paid his way into college.
It took me twenty-four hours to realize he was a pathological liar and probably a sociopath. I threatened to withdraw unless I was assigned to another dorm room.
He was caught four months later stealing laptops, phones and game consoles out of other rooms. There were also rumors of sexual assault on girls who took pity on his sob story and didn’t want to report him.
Most everyone was in disbelief, either thinking it was some misunderstanding, or expressing their complete surprise at how well he hid that from everyone.
Not to me. It was right there on the surface. He told you anything and everything to get you to like him because he was covering up for something very dark.
Unlike my classmates, I’ve never had to say that someone caught me off guard with a shocking side to their personality.
Even when I spotted my commander putting a gun into his spacesuit on that fateful trip to the Korolev space station where he and Peterson lost their lives, I trusted my instincts about the man.
I certainly entertained the idea that I could have been wrong all along, but ultimately I was right.
I guess that might be why I’m not, or haven’t been, taken in by those kinds of personalities. I assume we all have a little meter that swings back and forth between absolute truth and bullshitter. Every time we make a little white lie it flickers to the bullshit side. Most of us keep our needle in the middle. Bennet’s meter was always on the absolute truth side — even when it cost him. His matter of factness was too much for NASA and that’s why he went to work for iCosmos and Vin Amin — who loved brutal honesty like a sunflower loves the sun.
Did I think Samantha was a little neurotic? Absolutely. All scientists are to some degree. And as sexist as it makes me to think so, I’ve found highly intelligent and attractive women to be a little more on that side as well. I think we men make them that way. We tell them on one hand how we treat them as peers, then comment behind backs to our buddies about their looks and fuckability.
Surrounded by two-faces who treat you one way, while thinking very differently, has got to make you a little on edge.
Samantha’s mechanism was a mixture of taunting and innuendo. I’d like to think she directed this at me because there was a genuine chemistry. But now it looks like it was cold calculation meant to keep me off guard.
Samantha stares up at the camera and wipes away at her eyes. Her shock has turned to rage. She’s mouthing something, but I have the volume turned down.
“You okay, David?” Laney asks over the comm.
“Yeah. I’m just not sure about this.”
“Me neither.”
I don’t know why I was expecting Laney to be filled with schadenfreude over this. She’s a far more evolved person than that. She’s certainly more evolved than me.
I click on the intercom. “I need everyone back in the lounge module ASAP.”
“What’s up?” asks Laney.
“A hunch.”
Tamara is the first one to poke her head into the module. “A new development?”
“We need everyone in here now.”
“Everyone is probably in their labs making sure nothing is missing,” she explains.
I get back on the intercom. “I will physically escort anyone not in the lounge module to here in two-minutes.”
People begin filing in, floating through the hatch. After a minute we’re still a few heads short.
“Where’s Ling?” I ask Randolph, his search partner, as he arrives.
“He said he had to go check on something.”
“Jesus.” I’d fire my gun into the air if it would help.
I spot Attwell and Cara hovering in the corner. I’m about to ask them to get Ling, then think better of it.
“Dr. Warren. Go get Samantha and bring her back up here.”
“Are we going to gaslight her?” she asks sarcastically.
“No. The opposite.” I head for the hatch. “Everyone stay here. If I catch you in the corridor I’ll shoot you.”
“Is he joking?” somebody asks behind my back.
I wouldn’t call it a joke as much as a threat. Things are already way too out of control.
I decide to give them some explanation for my erratic nature. “Sorry to act this way. But I think we’ve been had. Eduard can you figure out a way to fingerprint the canister?”
“Yeah. I have a UV light and a protein spray. Can I go get it?”
“Great. Take Alton with you.”
“Where are you headed?” asks Tamara.
“To round up the stragglers then apologize to Dr. Turco.”
I’ve been so stupid. I’m ashamed I even let it go this far. I just hope I’m not too late.

Fifty-Nine
Exit

I race down the corridor as quickly as my swollen fingers and aching knuckles can pull on the straps and handrails. Twice, I hit the padded doorways separating the different modules with my shoulder. I just wince and keep going.
At the secure section, I press my thumb on the pad and rush through the hatch as soon as my body can squeeze through.
With an angry fist I pound on Dr. Ling’s door. “Ling! Get out here, now!”
I try the handle, but it’s still locked securely from inside.
I could get a plasma torch from my lab and cut my way through, but it would just be easier to get Attwell or Tamara to let me inside.
I don’t want to give him the opportunity to slip away, so I head for the intercom to call someone with a key. That’s when I notice the hatch to Attwell’s plasma research lab is slightly ajar.
But Attwell is back in the module with the rest of the station crew…
“Dr. Ling?” My voice is more inquisitive than furious now.
A thousand thoughts go through my mind as I grab the lever and pull open the door. I never even think to draw my gun.
All the lights are off in the lab except for a row towards the back — where Attwell’s airlock and experimental chamber is located.
Behind the thick glass doors of the airlock I can see stars through the small open hatch used to test the plasma airlock.
Ling is floating to the side of it. His mouth open in horror, face filled with burst vessels and crystals of blood ring his lips. He resembles a swollen wax caricature of himself, even worse than how I look. His body exploded on the cellular level from the inside. I just got a little bruised.
Scrawled onto the glass in black marker with an uneven hand is one word, “Sorry.”
Ling’s body bobs up and down behind the letters as a cruel exclamation to the statement.
“Holy shit!” mutters Tamara.
I turn to see her and Attwell crowding into the doorway.
“Where is everyone else?” I ask.
“Back in the module. What happened?”
Attwell’s face is slack. “He…he must have bypassed the override. I don’t understand. Ling was a good kid.”
“Obviously he felt very guilty about it,” says Tamara. She pats him on the shoulder. “Maybe he was threatened?”
“By whom?” asks Attwell.
“I intend to find out,” I reply. “Can you close the aperture from here?”
“Yes.” Attwell drifts over to the control panel and starts going through menu screens.
The small hatch slides shut over the opening and air begins to rush into the chamber. Ling’s body begins to turn around in the current, like flotsam in the ocean.
“Get Warren over here,” I tell Tamara. “I want him to have a look at his body before we move him. Do we have…”
“Body pouches? Yes. I hoped I’d never have to use one of those up here. But yes.”
I inspect the interior of the chamber. Frozen globules of Ling’s blood drift around his head like orbiting planets. As the warm air fills the space they begin to melt and turn to wet drops.
“Oh man,” says Warren as he drifts into the chamber. “Not him. I liked the guy.”
“We all did,” replies Tamara.
Attwell shakes his head. “I need to go talk to Cara.” He unhooks himself and leaves the module.
Warren waits for him to get out of earshot. “This is going to be bad for him. If they find out that Attwell was lax in some security protocols he could be facing jail time.”
“Ling had full access,” says Tamara. “This will be the end of Attwell’s DARPA work, but I think he’ll manage.” She looks at Ling’s grotesque face and shakes her head. “I can’t believe it. He’s the one that planted the bomb too?”
“He might not have known what it was,” offers Warren. “Maybe he was being manipulated. Who knows?”
“Well, someone sure knew when they decided to eject me into space,” I reply.
“You must feel this is justice then,” says Tamara. “Eye for an eye.”
I glare at her. “No. I don’t. I have no idea what Ling was going through or why he did what he did. The last thing I wanted is…this. I’m not the man you think I am.”
I’m conflicted by a lot of things. There’s the death of the affable Ling who was friendly and didn’t seem like he had a harsh thought for anyone. There’s the realization that it all might have been a facade hiding his true intentions. Then there’s the other realization that with Ling dead, we may be no closer to finding out the identity of Silverback.
My whole motivation for coming here was to find out who was responsible for the death of my fellow astronauts and nearly creating global disaster.
If I’d got to Ling sooner…
But no, I was too distracted by Samantha. The time I spent staring at her image on the screen while she was locked in her room, trying to figure out where I went wrong in my judgement, should have been spent thinking analytically about the situation.
Silverback’s operative on the station was going to be several steps ahead. Doing something as dumb as putting the extra canister in their own lab was nonsense. I should have seen it as that.
Ejecting me as I snooped around in the lower section was an opportunity to hide the canister in some place where it would distract from the real culprit. I had been out for hours. There was plenty of time to frame Samantha.
It was a temporary measure at best. I’m sure she would have been exonerated after a background check. The canister was the most circumstantial of pieces of evidence.
“What do we do about the body?” asks Warren.
“We can let it be for now. I’ll get us a couple clean suits and help you later when we all have clear heads. Tamara, can you seal this door behind us when we leave so only you and I have access?”
“You mean lock out Attwell?”
“Yes. And everyone else. I need to make a report.”

Sixty
Cold Case

Back inside my lab, I start a secure link to Space Ops and get the whole team on my monitor.
“How much did you hear?” I ask.
“Most of it. Washburn filled me in on the rest,” says Jessup. “Your face doesn’t look as bad as it did a few hours ago.”
“Yeah. You should see Ling. I wouldn’t wish that on anybody.”
“Yet he decided that was the best way to avoid justice.”
“Maybe. Or maybe he was trying to avoid the wrath of Silverback. I don’t know. What do we have on him?” I ask.
“Not much more than we did before. He’d been thoroughly background checked numerous times. Always came up clean. He’s second generation Chinese-American, so it’s not like we were expecting him to be a sleeper agent. My best guess is that Silverback recruited him at some point. Probably well after he passed the DARPA background investigation. Do we have any footage of him planting the cylinder?”
“No. If it happened when I was ejected, there were blackouts all over the station.”
“What about his lab?”
“I have it locked down along with Attwell’s. I’m going to pull the hard-drives from his computers and bring them down with me. I figure you’d want to have the military forensics people look at them.”
“What about the rest of the people on the station?”
“I’m having them do another sweep with Collins, Attwell and a couple others watching on the monitors. I don’t want to find any other surprises like a pound of Semtex hidden under the sleeping quarters. Any chance you can send some bomb sniffers up on the ship tomorrow?”
“Already on it. We’re going to send two vehicles. I want you and everything you can take out of Ling’s lab onboard.”
“What about Ling?”
“Yes, if you can manage.”
“I’d rather not leave him up here.”
“Let us know if you need anything else,” says Laney.
“Will do.”
I close the connection and just fold my head in my hands — no easy feat in zero-gravity. This has been one hell of a day.
On the bright side I look more bruised than swollen and my joints don’t hurt nearly as much. I might even be able to walk around the hotel without looking like an invalid.
But first…
I walk down the hallway to Samantha’s room using the railing as support every few yards. I’ve been trying to find the right words and just can’t quite figure out how to apologize after accusing someone of treason and attempted murder.
I decide to just let it flow and knock on her door. There’s the sound of shuffling feet on the other side. I give her a minute to get composed before I knock again, using the time to regain as much of my composure as I can.
The door slides open and she stands there staring at me. I can see where she tried to do a quick fix on her mascara to take care of the tears. Her face isn’t nearly as red as when I watched her on the monitor.
“I just came to say…”
She moves faster than I react. I flinch, thinking I’m being attacked, but then her arms wrap around me and she kisses me on the lips.
I don’t not return the kiss, but I don’t exactly giver her a passionate embrace.
She pulls back then takes me by the hand and leads me into her room. I’m still too weak and confused to resist.
After she shuts the door she points to her bed. “Lay down.”
“I’m not sure…”
“This isn’t about your dick. You owe me.”
I sit down on the mattress. There’s barely room for one person, let alone two.
“Samantha, I don’t think…”
She puts a hand over my mouth. “Shut up and just lay down.”
I comply, afraid of what would happen if I refuse.
Samantha crawls onto the bed and spoons with me. “Just keep your mouth shut and hold me.”
I wrap my arms around her and spoon with her. It’s not an unpleasant experience, despite all the pain my body still feels.
As she holds my arms tightly and rubs her cheek on my hand I understand finally that this is about the pain she’s experienced.
There were no words for me to express how sorry I felt — only action. Not sexual release but providing basic primate comfort.
For the first time I realize how lonely this woman must feel. Driven by her talents to the top of her field, yet always afraid something is missing.
Even though she was only under confinement for a few hours, that must have been hell as she realized that all the people closest to her now thought her an enemy.
I know what it’s like to have the world against you. It’s the loneliest thing in the world.
I run my fingers through her hair. She reaches up and places her soft hand over mine then clasps it tightly to her chest.
We just lay there.
At some point I fall asleep.
When I wake up there’s the sound of the micro-shower in the corner. I can see the silhouette of her body through the frosted plastic curtain.
My shoes and jacket are laying on the desk across from me. My gun and holster are sitting on top of them.
The water shuts off and is followed by the sound of the dryer that blows the water off your body like a car wash. Finally she emerges with a towel draped around her body.
I’d be lying if it didn’t stir something in me. I also know that the only appropriate thing for me to do is to look on admiringly.
She gives me a small smile. “Don’t worry. Your virtue is safe. I know you’re saving yourself for someone else. Although…” She provocatively readjusts the towel, “…it would just be physical.”
“Yeah, well I just get attached too easily.”
“I doubt that. Now unless you’re going to take action, face the other way.”
I turn to the wall so she can get dressed.
“When are you heading back?” she asks.
“Tomorrow.”
“I’ll have all my stuff packed and ready by then.”
“You’re coming down with me?”
“The only way I’m going back down is with you.”
“Understood.”
I give her a long lingering hug before leaving. She’s a thousand times better than when I first saw her.
The girl is made of something else. All it took was a hour of spooning and a hot shower.
As I walk back down the corridor I check my gun before sliding it back into the holster.
I think I understand her. But I’ve been wrong before.

Sixty-One
Re-entry

“You ready for you return trip — now that your, um research is finished?” asks Tamara as I enter the command module.
I give her a weak smile. She’s still a little bitter that I didn’t to tell her at the onset what my mission was really about. But I’m sure she’ll get over it.
“I finished loading the interior,” I explain.
I’d placed Ling’s hard-drives and files into the ship as well as his body. As a precaution, I also took the backups of Attwell’s and Cara’s files as well, making a copy of the entire encrypted disk for DARPA to sort through.
Attwell wasn’t too pleased when he saw Tamara and me in his lab making the duplicate, but the email order from his superiors seemed to satisfy him. The loss of Ling and the circumstances seemed to have hit him really hard.
I don’t know if they’ll be able to get any actual communications from Ling if his files are too heavily encrypted. However, the master DARPA log can show time stamps and has a record of IP addresses the DARPA lab transmitter was in contact with. That might not be much, but it can sometimes make a difference.
Tamara straps herself into a workstation in front of a large curved monitor and taps away at a keyboard. The screen fills with an external view of the spacecraft and the cargo airlock below.
The long robot manipulator arm unfolds as the outer door to the airlock slides open, revealing the remainder of the cargo to be carried down.
Colored rectangles form around the crates as the computer identifies the cargo. Another screen shows a floor plan of the trunk and the intended stowage placement.
Tamara presses a button and the arm proceeds to grasp the first box. She floats back and watches the operation.
“That’s it?” I ask.
“What? You think I control the arm to do the loading? What do you think this is, 1985? I’m here to make sure the robot doesn’t screw up. Technically, I can do this from my bunk.”
I watch as the last of the containers I inspected is loaded into the trunk section and the ship’s hatch firmly secured.
“Anything else?” asks Tamara.
“Yeah, can you do a sweep of the exterior of the ship with your robot arm camera?”
“Paranoid about any surprises left by Ling?”
“I prefer to call it cautious.”
She uses the arm to do a slow inspection of the heat shield and the inside of the thruster ducts on the sides of the craft.
Despite her impatience with me, she understands the importance of this and does a thorough job, even using thermal sensors to look for anything out of the ordinary.
“Satisfied?”
“Yes. Thank you. Sorry I couldn’t be up here under different circumstances.”
“Well, I guess it was a good thing after all. You’re not as big of an asshole as I thought you would be.”
“Thanks.”
“Come here,” she embraces me in a hug. “Don’t forget who stole your space cherry.”
* * *
I drift down the corridor to the junction that leads to the docking module. Eduard and Alton are waiting there with a plastic container holding the missing canister.
“We found fingerprints on the lid,” says Eduard. He puts on a pair of gloves to open the outer box.
Florescent green prints are scattered around the metal.
“Ling’s?”
“Yes. We matched them against the station records.” He reaches inside and opens the cylinder. “I figure you wanted to check the inside.”
“Thanks. Could you take it out of the box?”
I inspect the outside of the container and its shipping box, as I’ve made it a point to inspect every square inch of the anything going into the ship.
Satisfied, I take the box from them and thank them for their help.
When I get to the lower section where the ship is docked, Samantha is waiting next to the closed hatch. She has a backpack in her hand.
“If it’s okay with you, I’d like to have a look.”
She gives me a smug grin. “Sure thing, boss.”
I pull her clothes out and let them float in the air as I search through the pockets. When I look up black thong underwear is drifting a few inches in front of my nose.
Samantha has a satisfied look on her face. I suspect the placement of the items was planned, but I don’t call attention to it. I shove her things back into her bag and hand it to her.
“Here,” she takes a small hard-disk from her pocket and hands it to me. “Cara says there was another backup. Now you can pat me down.”
She turns around in midair and raises her hands above her head. I proceed to give her a brisk search.
“I didn’t think you were actually going to do that,” she replies. “Do I get to return the favor?”
“Then it’s just foreplay.”
I key in the pass code and the hatch to the SSV unlocks.
“Ladies first.”
She takes a hesitant look inside, possibly afraid that Ling’s body would be strapped into a seat upright.
“I stowed everything in the lockers below.”
“Oh. Where should I sit?”
“Customarily human cargo sits in the row of seats behind the pilot, but I’ll make an exception if you promise to be on good behavior.”
“I promise to give you every intention of good behavior.”
“Close enough.”
I close the hatch behind us and drift into the pilot seat. Samantha buckles herself into the spot next to me.
She puts a hand on my thigh and squeezes. “How catastrophic would it be if I distracted the pilot?”
“Well, considering we’re going to be on automatics all the way down, not very, unless something unexpected happens and I have to take control. In that case, very.”
She folds her hands in her lap. “Then I’ll be good.”
I have to use all my concentration to stay focused on the controls and not on the super nova of sexual energy sitting two inches away from me.
I start up my command screen and go through all the pre-flight checks. Samantha watches with interest.
I realize that her flirtatious comments were probably her own way of distracting herself from the anxiety she feels about returning to Earth after her last attempt almost killed her.
I check in with Tamara and get an all clear. A bright green launch button appears on the screen.
“All you do is press that?” asks Samantha.
“Yep.”
“What a job. Some of us have to think for a living.”
“Clearly I’m not qualified for that.”
“Clearly.” She fixes me with an intense gaze and points to her lips. “For luck.”
I give her a quick peck, then tell her, “You’ll be fine.”
“Never say that. That’s what the doctors tell you when you’re going to die.”
“It’s all automatic and remotely controlled from here. Just about everything is now.” I raise a finger over the button.
“What is it?” she asks after noticing that I’m hesitating.
I click the comm off to make sure nobody in the Sagan can hear us.
My pulse is starting to race. “I just realized something.”

Sixty-Two
Detour

Samantha is trying her best to hide her concern. “David, now is not the time to tell me that you want to join the two-hundred mile up club.”
“Something is bothering me. When I met Ling he was wearing gloves, just to type into a computer.”
“He’s a materials scientist. Those guys tend to freak out about possible contamination. I do the same. Not to that extent, but it’s common.”
I point to the storage locker. “Eduard and Alton just gave me the cylinder.”
“The one Ling planted in my lab?”
“They found his fingerprints on it.”
Samantha thinks this over for a moment. “You’re saying that it’s odd that he’d touch it with his bare hands? Maybe he was in a hurry?”
“Possibly. But if he was going to go through the trouble of ditching the cylinder in your lab and leave his prints, it would seem it would have been a hell of a lot easier to toss it out Attwell’s little airlock.”
“So you don’t think he was trying to frame me? Just keep the cylinder hidden until he needed it?”
“No. I don’t think he put it there. I think Ling was framed.”
“Then why did he kill himself…oh shit.”
“Yeah,” I reply.
She lowers her voice, “You think he was murdered.”
“And made to look like a suicide. After I found a method for destroying the spacecraft with the canister, the real culprit wanted me out of the way and a scapegoat. Hastily framing you while I was adrift was a way to create a distraction for later on when I started the hunt for the missing canister.”
“And while I was sitting in jail, they were plotting to make Ling the fall guy.”
“You weren’t in jail…” She makes a cross expression telling me not to challenge her on that matter. “It was custody.”
She drops the matter. “Who, then?”
“The canisters could have been switched by anybody. Including someone on the ground. Tamara showed me how the robotic manipulator can be operated from any terminal. After the cargo was loaded someone could have used them to do the switch. They never needed to go near the cargo airlock. It could all be done after the fact.”
“You’re saying somebody on the ground could have done everything? Even kill Ling?”
“Attwell’s plasma airlock is computer controlled. Even the hatch. That could be triggered on Earth. But somebody had to write ‘Sorry’ on the glass. And somebody had to place an explosive in the canister and get the other one off the station. While some of this may have been done by someone remotely, there’s definitely an operative on the station.”
“Other than Ling.”
“Ling was innocent the whole time.” A painful realization sets in. “And I could have saved him.”
Samantha grabs my arm. “Don’t do that to yourself. We all heard the all hands announcement you made. Ling went the other way. If he’d listened, then he wouldn’t be dead.”
“Maybe. So why didn’t he? He’s not a stubborn guy.”
“Someone told him to go to Attwell’s lab. Wait? You don’t think it was him?” Her eyes go wide.
“The only other person with that kind of access is Tamara. Maybe Butler. Any one of those three could be the culprit.”
I turn on my secure link to Space Ops. “This is Dixon. I need you guys to tell Sagan station there’s a weather issue and we have to delay the landing by a few hours.”
“Affirmative,” says Baylor. “What’s going on?”
“Short answer, I’m not sure. But I think Ling may have been framed and the real culprit is still on the station. I need some time to figure this out.”
“Any reason to not come back now and let us sort it out later?” asks Jessup.
“Hold up a moment.” I have a flash of realization and take Cara’s hard-drive out of my pocket and turn to Samantha. “What exactly did she say when she gave this to you?”
Samantha eyes the device with suspicion. She tries to think for a moment. “I think she said, ‘We forgot to give this to you.’”
“Not ‘I’?”
She shakes her head. “I’m pretty sure it was ‘we.’”
“That means somebody told her to give it to you.”
“Tamara and Butler helped me take apart the DARPA backups.”
“It could have been either of them?”
“Maybe. Or Attwell himself.” I pull her head into mine. “Listen to me carefully. In a few seconds Tamara is going to get notified of the weather delay. We’re going to have to leave the ship and go back in the station. I need you to play along as if everything is cool. Can you do that?”
“I’ll try.”
I give her hand a squeeze. “You’ll be fine. Just stay close to me. Got it?”
“What are you going to do?”
I hold up the drive. “Find out if this is what I’m afraid it is, then find our killer.”

Sixty-Three
Inside Man

Tamara’s voice calls out over the station intercom announcing the departure of the spacecraft. A few minutes later, Attwell enters his secure lab, shuts the door behind him and straps himself into his workbench — totally unaware that I have him under surveillance.
He pulls up the station camera feed showing the SSV as it does its thruster burns dropping into a lower orbit and gradually dropping away from the Sagan.
I had three suspects and only time to try to catch one. This required me to make a guess. Getting it wrong could mean erasing the best chance at getting Silverback — it could also mean people dying.
Attwell reaches up to a metal cabinet over his head and removes a bulky electronic meter used to measure magnetic force.
He pulls out an antenna, not a standard feature on the device, and a green button lights up.
On his screen a running timer counts the mission time for the SSV. He checks his watch then dials something into the device and presses the button.
There’s no giant explosion on the monitor. There won’t be until thirty minutes later when the craft hits its maximum reentry velocity. That’s when the tiny device built into the hard-drive is designed to go off, having been set by transmitter in his hands.
Attwell pushes the antenna back into the meter and returns it to the cabinet.
While I suspected I’d see something like this, what happens next is what I’m not so sure about and will tell me what kind of man Attwell is.
His back slumps and he places his face in his hands. It’s not a natural position in zero-gravity. It’s the body language of someone very unhappy with who they have become.
Attwell sits there for a few moments, clearly anguished by the fact that he just went through the actions of killing two people.
His spine stiffens and he snaps out of it, clearly having convinced himself that it was the only choice and that he has to carry on.
He reaches into his drawer and removes a scientific calculator, the kind with a solar panel that will work off ambient light from now until forever. After tapping away a long sequence, he places it back in the drawer.
I was anticipating something like this and placed a small camera directly over his workstation — hopefully it caught enough to make sense of what he said to Silverback. The device looks too small to talk directly to Earth. Which means it probably has a repeater somewhere on the station — possibly a transmitter designed to send out signals in random bursts under other station communications.
Attwell, having sent the signal to destroy the ship containing any evidence that would implicate him, and having communicated to his controller that the mission was fait accompli, reaches down to unfasten himself from his strap holding him to the work station — except it won’t unhook.
I put industrial glue in the mechanism so it won’t come undone.
Confused, his engineer brain stares at the buckle trying to understand why the simple mechanism isn’t working properly. That’s when I strike.
It’s only at the last moment, when it’s too late for him to do anything, that he notices the reflection in his monitor of the spacesuit heading towards him with the syringe.
Terrified at how the inanimate object that had stayed dormant on the wall for all this time could suddenly come to life, the needle is in his neck before he can even register what just happened.
I pump him full of muscle relaxant and his flailing arms hang in the air as he loses all control.
I slide open the visor so his frightened eyes can see who did this to him. “I fell for this trick once myself.”
“You’re supposed to be on the ship…” The words are slow and drawn out.
“I was supposed to be a lot of things.”
I take a pair of scissors from my thigh pouch and cut him loose.
I’m not at full strength, but I can easily move him around in zero-gravity. I drag him towards the chamber where Ling was killed, and push him inside.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m going to ask you questions. You’re going to give me answers.”
“I don’t know anything.” Somewhere his brain realizes that he hasn’t done anything that overtly implicates himself.
“Okay. We can play that game. But I have a different one.”
I take the hard-drive from my pouch and hold it in front of his nose. His eyes go wide at the realization of what it is.
“Yeah, you recognize this.” I slide it into his breast pocket then give his body a shove so that he drifts to the far end of the chamber.
I shut the door, sealing him inside.
“You can’t…” he says.
“Can’t what? We’ve got what, nineteen minutes until that blows? I estimate that it’ll take you out — and the back wall of your chamber, but I’ll be fine.”
“Fuck you.”
He’s past the point of pretending he’s innocent. The muscles in his neck contort as he tries to get a look at the pouch. There’s a tiny amount of movement in his arms as every ounce of his will power is focused on getting to the hard-drive. Unfortunately for him, the relaxant is too strong.
“First you’re going to tell me about the person you get orders from. Then maybe, if I like your answers, we’ll talk about defusing the bomb on your chest.”
“Fuck you,” he says again. “You’re bluffing.”
“Do you want to take that chance?”
He says nothing, which tells me he’s extremely afraid of Silverback.
“I get it,” I say. “You’d rather take the chance I’m not serious than deal with the repercussions of your boss. Guess what, you’re a dead man either way. If you don’t talk to me, he’s going to know something is up when the SSV doesn’t explode.”
“You have no idea how powerful he is.”
“Illuminate me.”
Attwell just fixes me with a determined gaze, convinced that being stubborn is his best option.
“Okay. We need to do something for the next seventeen minutes. I have an idea.”
I turn on the power to the plasma airlock.
Attwell’s eyes narrow as he realizes what I’m about to do.

Sixty-Four
Necessary Measures

I never thought of myself as a cruel man. In fact, I thought myself the opposite. Internet videos of people falling on ice, getting kicked in the balls by horses or anything else where someone is obviously in a state of discomfort never appealed to me.
On the other hand, I like a good revenge movie just as much as the next guy. When the writers set it up where the hero is perfectly justified to go on a rampage, it feels cathartic.
What I’m about to do to Attwell doesn’t feel cathartic. He murdered Ling, came close to killing me once and nearly did again along with Samantha. Yet, I just have contempt for the man, not a blind rage.
Maybe that makes it easier. It’s a process. There’s a series of steps I’m about to follow to get a desired outcome. The goal is information — information about a faceless person I do have a blinding rage to hurt.
Attwell’s suffering is just a byproduct to accomplishing that. I see him as a weak man that allowed himself to be manipulated to the point that he would hurt innocents. It wasn’t his goal, just an unintended outcome of a character defect.
I unlock the hatch and push his paralyzed body out of the way. His eyes follow me as I open the glass door to the plasma window. The field is glowing bright purple as it holds back the atmosphere inside the chamber.
“I read your file on this. From what I understand, you’ll experience a high-voltage tingle, but nothing like an electrocution.”
I grab his wrist with my gloved hands and stretch out his first finger.
“What are you doing?” he slurs.
“Just the tip. We’re going to do just that first. The window isn’t large enough for your body, so I have to make do with body parts.”
There’s a faint jerk in his arm as he manages to spasm, but fails to pull away.
“Apparently you’ll feel everything with this drug. But the best part is going to be later when it wears off. My joints still feel like they’re on fire.”
I bring his fingertip to the edge of the field. Inside my gloves there’s a static sensation.
“You can’t do this.”
“Of course I can.”
“It’s not legal…”
“Guess how many fucks I give about that?”
I push his finger all the way into the field, it’s like shoving your hand through a plastic bag until it breaks.
Attwell clinches his teeth and groans.
“Cold? Isn’t it? That sensation of all your blood rushing into your finger, like it wants to burst? Imagine feeling that all over your body? That’s what you did to me. But of course your body won’t explode. That’s just for movies. Here it just happens on a cellular level.”
“Damn you!” he growls in agony.
“Let’s take a look.”
I pull his wrist back and raise his finger for him to see. It’s swollen to double its volume. Blisters start to form around the fingernail.
“Looks like you’ve got some fluid right under the skin. Let’s give it a moment then try this again? Will the ice crystals puncture through? I don’t know if anyone has ever experimented with re-exposure to vacuum.”
I grab his wrist and shove his whole hand through the field.
Attwell screams.
I mentally countdown:
5
4
3
2
1
Attwell is still screaming.
I pull his hand back. He has sausage fingers and bloated palms. A crust of blood has formed in the ruptured blister.
Tears are forming in his eyes, clinging to his lids in the zero-gravity.
I hold his hand up to his face. “Imagine that all over your body. That’s what you did to me.”
“I’m sorry…”
“I don’t care. I’ll heal. Ling won’t.” I squeeze the swollen knuckle below his fingertip.
Attwell bellows in pain.
“What did Ling experience? Was it like that? What happens when your whole head explodes on a cellular level? While you sat downstairs pretending to commiserate with the others, I was in here cleaning up his body. I bagged his body and wiped the blood off the walls because I didn’t think anyone should have to see a friend and a colleague like that.”
“I didn’t mean…” he says between seething groans.
“I helped Warren prepare the body for going back to Earth. Want me to tell you about the bloody shit stains in Ling’s pants? Want me to tell you about the distended intestine? Did you think it would be a quick death? It wasn’t. It took him a minute to die. He was a goner after the first fifteen seconds, but he didn’t pass out right away. He tried to hold his breath — and you know that only makes it worse.”
I push his arm back towards the plasma field and hold it for a moment.
“Here’s a fun fact: While Warren thinks himself an expert on vacuum exposure, I actually hold the world record for witnessing other people die from it in space.
“The first time was Peterson, the astronaut that went up with me to the Korolev. She actually sacrificed her life so I could stop what your boss was trying to help the mad Russians do.”
I push the hand through again.
Attwell screams even louder.
I pull it back out.
“Why would anyone willingly do that to their self?”
“For Peterson it was because she was trying to save lives. Mine…millions of others. What are you trying to save?”
I check the watch on my suit then tap the hard-drive in his pocket.
“In six minutes you’ll be dead anyway. So what difference does it make what I do to you?”
I grab him by the back of the neck and push his face towards the purple glow. Blue arcs of electricity dance around his face.
“Please!”
“I’ll make the first one quick. Just a second or two.” I grab his jaw and pull it open. “Remember, don’t hold your breath.
“Please…”
“Stop talking. I don’t want you to die on this one. Just open wide.”
“There was a man…”
“I don’t care right now.”
I push his forehead into the glowing field and his hair begins to stick out from the static.
He pleads, “I kept notes! I have a journal! I tried to figure out everything I could! I have a name!”
“I’ll find it later.”
I push the top of his head into the field.
“Why? I’ll tell you everything!”
“I have to. If I don’t show you how much I can make you suffer you’ll never believe me when I tell you how much I’ll make you hurt if you’re lying or you don’t come through.”
His scream is silenced when I push his head all the way into the aperture.
He’s only there a half-second.
In and out.
But it’s enough.
When I pull him back, his eyes are bloodshot and the tears have formed crystals of ice in his sockets.
He gasps as he tries to fill his lungs with air.
“You’ll live,” I tell him. “You don’t deserve to. But you will. You’re going to do everything you said you would. This person, the one you’re going to help me find, he’s the least of your worries. He’ll just want to kill you. I want to make you suffer.”

Sixty-Five
Decompression

“What the fuck?” says Warren as I shove Attwell’s body through the hatch.
Attwell’s face is bright purple with red spidery veins on his puffy cheeks. He’s wheezing, trying to get air into his damaged lungs.
“Better get him to your clinic.”
I take the hard-drive from his pocket and put it in my thigh pouch.
Eduard helped me take out the explosive plastic an hour ago. It was some new material that couldn’t be picked up by a normal sniffer. One more thing to worry about.
Warren grabs Attwell by the collar and pulls him down the corridor to his lab. I’d asked one of the other medical techs onboard to wait there for a potential incoming vacuum exposure victim.
There were lots of questions, I just ignored them all.
I flip on my comm. “Dixon here. I have some information from Attwell.”
“Roger that,” says Admiral Jessup
I’d told Admiral Jessup in a round-about way that I was going to talk to Attwell. I didn’t give him specifics. If Attwell gets to an attorney, it’ll just be my word against his.
My word is that I reached the distraught man barely in time before he tried to kill himself; like he killed Ling. I don’t know if will hold up, but by that time the forensic evidence will be gone.
“I got a notebook from Attwell’s lab. It’s looks like a simple cypher. He kept tabs on all the times he was contacted. I’ll take some photos and send them down. He also gave me a name of someone. Catherine Tidewell.”
“Shit.”
“You know her?”
“Yes. She’s a Deputy Director with the Office of the Director of National Intelligence.”
“That’s the agency all the others answer to?”
“Yes. She heads Acquisition and Technology. And Attwell said she’s Silverback?”
“He said she’s the one he thought was running him.”
“Shit. That fits. Jesus Christ. I got to get on this. Send me everything. Then come home.”
“Will do.”
“Good work, Dixon. Exceptional work.”
After I transmit all the information back to Earth I take a pass by Warren’s zero-gravity clinic and look through the window.
Attwell is on oxygen as Warren tries to seal up the open sores on his arm. Warren sees me and glares.
I push on.
I put the spacesuit back and head down to the hotel. Samantha is in her room when I knock on the door.
“What happened?”
I’d told her to stay in here until I came to get her.
“It was Attwell.”
“Holy shit.”
She notices the expression on my face. I guess it’s my own state of shock.
“Where is he?”
“Warren.”
“Warren is keeping him prisoner?”
“Warren is treating him.”
“Oh, David, what did you do?” Samantha shakes her head. “Never mind. I don’t need to know.” She pushes open the door. “You look like you need to sit down.”
I lay down on her narrow bed. She takes the space behind me and our rolls are reversed. I just sit here, numb, as she strokes my hair.
After a while I say what’s in the back of my mind.
“I once met a man. A cruel man. He hurt people for a living.”
“You’re not that man.”
“But I look a lot more like him now.”
“Bullshit.”
“I just…”
She puts a hand over my mouth. “Bullshit. End of topic. I’ve known cruel men, David. There are things about…” Her voice fades off. “My point is that I know those kind of men. That’s not what you are. You’re different. I know a little about what you went through before and I don’t know what you just had to do. But I’m going to tell you what kind of man I know you are. You’re the man that has to be cruel — that has to do the horrible things in order to protect us from those men who it comes naturally to. You’re a good man, David. That will never change.”
I fall asleep in her arms, hoping she’s telling the truth.

Sixty-Six
The Farm House

There’s an evening fog hanging over the small valley. A cluster of cows sit at the far end catching the last of the setting sun’s rays, waiting for the night chill.
Dr. Lee Huang, bundled in two bathrobes and a blanket firmly wrapped around his shoulders, gives his Chinese-American nurse a small smile as she finishes tucking in the fabric. She pats his leg and leaves us.
The hospital is a private clinic in rural Virginia used by intelligence agencies. It’s the kind of place a spy would get a face transplant if that was a thing they did. In Huang’s case, it’s where he’s getting his radiation exposure treatment.
He looks miles better than when I first found him on the CS satellite. The current prognosis is that he might actually get ten or more years of life. Maybe longer if certain cancer treatments advance well-enough.
As he convalesced, he was told over and over a variation of what happened. His actual memory was so fragmented he had no clear idea how he woke up in an American hospital.
“They tell me you’re the one that found me adrift,” Huang says in English perfected as a student when he went to the University of Toronto.
“We picked you up on radar when I was doing repairs,” I reply. “It was a shock to find a man alone in orbit.”
“Yes. Yes,” he murmurs and nods his head and tries to piece together what happened. “I am grateful for that.”
There’s a long pause as we watch the first stars begin to twinkle in the purple sky.
“I’ve been given the opportunity to defect. And I couldn’t help but notice all of my nurses are exceptionally attractive.”
“We would very much like it if you chose to stay. Right now your superiors assume that you are dead.”
“Yes. Yes. They let my satellite de-orbit and burn up.”
“Nice guys.”
“Things were complicated. They believed me dead.”
I study his face. “Did they? Or was that more convenient?”
He stares into the valley, ignoring my gaze. “I love my country.”
“As you should. I’ve been. It’s a beautiful place.”
“I do not love the party, though. This complicates things for me. My friends are back home. My work.”
“Your work burned up over New Zealand. If your boss decided to let you go that way, how eager are they going to be to let you pick up where you left off?”
“This is true. I had an argument with my superiors about something. They insisted they were right and made me go up and do as they asked. When things went wrong they blamed me anyway.”
“And left you to die…”
He sighs. “I wanted to be an astronomer. I studied lasers because of interactive optics. Do you know anything about them?”
“Like using a laser beam to see how light gets distorted in the atmosphere?”
“Yes. Precisely. I wanted to discover new planets, go to distant worlds. Instead…”
He still won’t say what the satellite’s function really was. We pretend not to know in case he returns to China.
“You still can,” I reply.
“I don’t see how.”
“Stay here. There’s a college in New Hampshire that has an astronomy program and a nice telescope on a mountain. They’d love to have you.”
This is the offer I was told to bring him after he asked to meet with me.
“I’d always be looking over my back.”
“At first. It’s a rural Christian college, so it’s a bit out of the way. We’d give you a new name, a new background. In a few years it won’t matter.”
“But I would never be able to go home again.”
“Not anytime soon. Can you now? What happens if you go back?”
“Some people will be very surprised. I do not think life will be very good. But my friends and family are there.”
“That’s a difficult choice. But I’m going to give you one more thing to consider. They will never let you go back into space again.”
He sighs. “This is true. I did some research. The treatments you have been giving me don’t exist in China yet. I’m not sure how long I would have lived had they retrieved me. So in a way, I owe my life to you doubly so. But still, I’m not sure if it would be better if I were to die in my home country.”
“What does that mean?”
“You’re American. Roots and history don’t matter to you as much. You’re constantly trying to reinvent yourselves.”
“Bullshit.”
“Excuse me?”
“You come from a country that a generation ago was basically a giant rice paddy that could barely feed itself. Now you’re an industrial giant and a respected world power. You guys are the new masters of reinvention.”
“Perhaps. But there is still a reverence for culture and past. I don’t know that I can turn my back on that.”
I can tell he wants to defect. He just needs the right argument. I was told to talk to him about the American way, a true democracy and freedom. As much as I value those things, I’m throwing those talking points out the window.
“Dr. Huang, you’re a scientist. An explorer. You’re part of something far more important. The people you work for, and the ones I do, they look at space as just another battlefield. A slightly higher ground to gain tactical advantage. But that’s not what it is to us.” I gesture to the stars rising on the horizon. “That’s our culture. It’s not about our past. It’s where we’re going. Stay here and you’ll have a place in all that. Get better and you’ll go up again.”
“But to be a traitor…”
“You can’t be a traitor if you’re already dead. And if all you’re doing is teaching undergraduates astronomy and physics, it sounds like you’re doing a good thing.”
“I’m sure your bosses will have questions about my work.”
“I’m sure they will. The fact that you’re here and not in some basement being pumped full of drugs to make you talk should tell you how they’ll handle that.”
“Perhaps.”
“Let me ask you this. If the roles had been reversed and you had found me, what would have happened?”
Huang is too worldly not to know about the secret Chinese prisons and interrogation centers the party uses to keep strict control.
“We would not be sitting here on a nice bench enjoying a beautiful evening. And your nurses would not be buxom redheads constantly tucking you in.”
“I’m not saying we’re always the good guys and your bosses aren’t. But we try to put a higher value on individual lives. Often we fail miserably at that. Right now, they’re trying to do right by you.”
“Because of what I know.”
“More or less.”
Huang thinks this over for a moment. “I remember more than I’ve told them. I’m afraid if I said so, they wouldn’t let me go back home. In the satellite, after I grabbed your leg, I was so afraid. Then you opened your helmet so I could see your face. You had to know this would make you sick.”
“It was a calculated risk.”
“One you made for me. I had no idea who you were then; the famous David Dixon. But I knew when I saw you that I would be okay. Everything would be fine. For a while I thought my superiors had sent you to rescue me. Now I think that it was somebody else.”
I’m not exactly the religious type, but I’m not going to jump in and talk him out of whatever gets him over to our side.
“Maybe it is my destiny that I end up here and teach at this college. Then perhaps go back into space.”
“Perhaps it is. Perhaps it is.”
We both sit quietly watching as the stars begin to appear beyond the horizon.

Sixty-Seven
The Pool

The iCosmos training complex is a collection of buildings on the outskirts of Orlando. When I first started here, the program consisted of one muggy warehouse with an honest to goodness blackboard and a cranky Halston Bennet teaching us the fundamentals of not getting killed in space. Now it’s a training center on par with any nation’s.
It’s after hours, but there are a few cars parked in the different lots.
“You mind coming in for a second?” I ask Laney as I pull into a space in front of the pool, where we do our underwater training.
“Sure. The movie isn’t for another hour.”
I take my time getting out so she doesn’t feel like I’m waiting on her.
She’s quick, at the front of the bumper before I realize it. Since I got back I’ve noticed more muscle tone. I think she’s been lifting weights, but know enough about her to not mention it.
We never talk about her condition. I understand a bit and have talked to some doctors to get an idea of what she’s going through. There’s a lot of promising treatments for her kind of MS, but I never discuss them with her. The last thing I want her to think is that I’m evaluating our relationship based on future medical progress.
Jenna Schroeder, the pilot that took me to the Sagan, is waiting for us at the entrance to the building.
Laney’s eyes flash sideways at me and I see a twitch in the corner of her mouth.
God damn, that girl is too smart for me.
Jenna greets Laney with a warm smile. “You all ready to get suited up?”
“You jerk,” Laney says to me.
“Yep. I thought instead of going to the movie we’d put you in a space suit and let you see how you like the underwater experience.”
“I don’t think I can take you seriously enough to take orders from. I mean you tried to make a spacesuit out of duct tape.”
“And lived to tell about it.”
Jenna holds open the door that leads to the massive pool. There’s a row of spacesuits on the far side. Overhead, cranes support entire space station segments waiting to be lowered into the pool.
“Don’t worry,” Jenna says. “I’ll be your instructor tonight. He’ll just be an observer and there to fetch us refreshments. Basically a pool boy.”
* * *
Twenty minutes later Laney emerges from the prep room in a skin tight space suit. Jenna has a hand on her elbow, but she’s able to walk without support.
The closest experience for me was when my high school prom date, Monica Reynolds, stepped into the living room in her low cut gown and I saw the startling woman that had been hiding in my math class buddy.
“What’s with that look?” Laney asks, a little red-faced.
I take my phone out and snap a photo before she can protest.
Jenna steps back and assesses Laney, then gives her an approving nod. “Let’s see if you look this good underwater.”
I watch her move around underwater like a natural. On the monitors I observe as she weaves through trusses, opens airlocks and does all the other physical challenges it takes to function in space.
Jenna has her do the entire starter course — the one we use to figure out who is ready to advance to space and who needs to think about a desk job on Earth.
Laney’s impairment with walking is non-existent. Nobody watching her would think this was a girl that ‘disabled’ would apply to. Where her leg locomotion had sometimes failed her, Laney’s upper arm strength and agility more than compensate.
At the hour mark Jenna takes her back to the elevated platform that raises them out of the water.
I get my first look at Laney’s face and can’t contain my pride.
“Why are you smiling?” she asks.
“No reason.”
“Want to get a new oxygen cylinder and explore the US/iCosmos section?” asks Jenna.
“Hell, yes.”
Jenna starts taking off her gear and turns to me. “Time for you to suit up.”
“Me?”
“Don’t worry,” says Laney, “I’ll go easy on you.”
* * *
I follow behind her as she pulls herself along the truss that runs the length of the bottom of the pool. Never once does she try to kick her legs or do any kind of swimming motion. She intuitively gets the mechanics of zero-gravity movement.
After chasing after her, as we move through station sections and airlocks, we swim upwards into an observation bubble like the one on the Sagan. This one is special because it has air in it and you can open your helmet.
Laney gently bobs up and down in front of me. There’s a grin on her face.
I slide my visor open and she does the same.
“Think you could get used to this?” I ask.
“Possibly.”
I move closer until our chest plates touch. Laney wraps her arms around my waist. I put my hands on her hips.
“What about this?”
I tilt my head to the side and kiss her on the lips — not easy to do with a helmet, but we manage. Laney’s lips part and she holds me tighter.
After a breathless minute she pulls back. “Yeah, I think I can get used to that.”
She shuts her visor and dives back into the station, managing to slap me on the ass on her way down.
This girl.
<<<<>>>>

Thank you!

Thank you for reading this! If you enjoyed it, I hope you’ll consider writing a blurb on Amazon, Goodreads or your favorite book site. Publishing is still driven by word of mouth and every single voice helps — especially yours!
Don’t be afraid to say hello on Twitter (@AndrewMayne). There’s a 99 % chance I’ll answer back (and yes, it’s really me replying!)
If you see a typo, feel free to let me know!
If you’d like to know more about my upcoming books and other projects, please stop by my website at AndrewMayne.com and sign up for my newsletter. I’ve been known to send advance copies and other cool stuff to people who sign up!
You can follow me online at:
Twitter.com/AndrewMayne
Facebook.com/AndrewMayne
I also have lots of videos about writing and other topics at:
YouTube.com/AndrewMayne
I do a weekly podcast on creativity that can be found at: WeirdThings.com.
Please check my “Also by” section for all my other titles!
Best,
Andrew Mayne
@AndrewMayne
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