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uses their idealistic and nationalistic elements to tell a

story of an American President eager to lead the world's
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in the end, refuses to recognize the obvious truths of human
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them.
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INTRODUCTION

Until 1959, when the publication of Allen Drury's

Advise and Consent introduced the American political

suspense thriller, readers of suspense fiction who were also

interested in political intrigue read the spy thrillers of

John Buchan, Ian Fleming, and Graham Greene, and the more

straightforward adventure tales of Helen MacInnes. But,

beyond the fact that these works had a European flavor, they

were conventional stories of good versus evil, of freedom

versus totalitarianism, their heroes modern versions of

Odysseus and their villains, at least after 1945,

reincarnations of Hitler. They were written by people who

were intent upon careers as writers; and they were written

for people who wished for little more than to be

entertained.

Advise and Consent changed all that, introducing a type

of fiction that combined the qualities of the conventional

suspense novel with a fervent and uniquely American idealism

which was new even to mainstream American political fiction.

Instead of examining perceived flaws in the American

sociopolitical strata, as did the works of such authors as

John Dos Passos and Harriet Beecher Stowe, the political

suspense thriller trumpeted American virtue, American know-

how, and American determination in the face of the
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implacable communist foe in a manner that, for its time,

doubtless seemed appropriate, necessary, and certainly

sophisticated. And, where conventional suspense fiction

presented the heroics of individuals, the political thriller

presented the heroics of traditions, of ideals, of bodies of

men working in concert toward a brighter future.

The American political suspense thriller is, generally,

not written by those who consider themselves serious writers

but rather by reporters (mostly columnists for large news

syndicates) and self-promoted "experts" with an axe to

grind. These people have no literary pretensions; their

purpose is to "stir us up, to give us something new to worry

about, to inspire questions in Congress, and to arouse the

editorial writers" (Wilson 27). Finally, and most important,

their attention is focused on current events, most often

crises dealing with the threat of nuclear holocaust. This,

of course, supplies the books' suspense.

The American political suspense thriller is a child of

its times in other ways as well. The late 1950s and early

1960s saw virtually one technological shock after another,

and the political suspense thriller became the only type of

fiction besides science fiction to deal with the impact of

such rapid scientific and technological progress upon

mankind. It does so more straightforwardly than most

science fiction, probably because the authors want to make

sure readers get their message, which is part warning but
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also part exhortation to strive for the utopic future which

science promised.

But it is the tone of the political suspense thriller,

the "voice of America," as it were, that remains its most

significant characteristic. Malcolm Muggeridge, in an essay

titled, "What Am I Trying to Say?", states:

... [W]hen a nation becomes aware of its strength,

influence, and importance in the world [it then

needs] someone to provide assurance that its power

is being exerted for good, and that its destiny

to dominate is divinely ordained.... [Such a

course was bound to be followed in America. Giants

always want to know what they are trying to say.

Someone has to tell them. In America's case no

individual melancholic like Kipling has arisen....

Rather, the function has been fulfilled collectively

by whole seminars of writers, journalists, TV and

radio commentators, Lippmanns, Alsops, and other

Voices of America....With immense diligence and

solemnity, they have set forth in pursuit of some

dimly imagined, but nonetheless to them valid and

translucent, consensus. (491)

This is illustrated perfectly in Allen Drury's Advise

and Consent, the first true political suspense thriller:

"the United States Senate emerges as its collective hero"

(Rolo 89). The plot concerns intrigue surrounding the
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appointment by the President, who is dying, of the contro-

versial Robert Leffingwell to the post of Secretary of

State. Senator Brigham Anderson of Utah, chairman of the

Senate sub-committee formed to caucus Leffingwell, discovers

that Leffingwell has lied under oath regarding a past

communist affiliation. Informed that Leffingwell did so in

order to protect the reputation of a close friend, Anderson

nevertheless determines to oppose consent to the nomination.

Fred Van Ackerman, junior senator from Wyoming and a fanatic

Leffingwell supporter (and, as such, a sort of Joseph

McCarthy in reverse), uncovers evidence that Anderson, while

in the army, had had a brief homosexual fling. Rather than

compromise his principles--or allow his family to be shamed

by Van Ackerman's revelation--Anderson commits suicide. Van

Ackerman's plotting is subsequently exposed and he is

censured, but the loss of his vote costs Leffingwell the

Senate's consent. In the deux ex machina ending, the

President suddenly dies, the Vice-President announces he'll

choose his own Secretary of State, and the reader is left

with the solid impression that the Senate stands ready to go

through the whole thing all over again, as many times as is

necessary, in fact, rather like a battered but tireless

soldier awaiting the next enemy charge.

Muggeridge remarks,

If the Senate may, at any moment, vote [America]

into an atomic war, then in all conscience it must
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be an enobling body. It appears so in Advise and

Consent.... [The) Senate consists, despite super-

ficial appearances to the contrary, of as public-

spirited a body of men as could reasonably be looked

for anywhere. In moments of crisis they draw together,

and are seen to have the interests of their country

deeply and disinterestedly at heart. (491)

The Senate is, in fact, portrayed exactly as Americans

have always perceived it, or, perhaps more accurately, as

they have been taught to perceive it. Patrick O'Donovan

remarks that the book "may tell you what secret image of

America you now delight in" (19), and Muggeridge adds that

it makes "manifest the essential virtue of American purposes

in the world" (491). The Senate, in sum, represents the

best America has to offer, and, by tacit declaration, the

best the world has to offer, if only because it is so quick

to pinpoint and root out its flaws:

...[W]hen all was said and done [the] system had

its problems, and it wasn't exactly perfect, and

there was at times much to be desired, and yet--

on balance, admitting all its bad points and

assessing all the good, there was a vigor and a

vitality and a strength that nothing. . . could ever

quite overcome, however evil and crafty it might

be. There was in this system the enormous vitality

of free men, running their own government in their
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own way. If they were weak, at times, it was be-

cause they had the freedom to be weak; if they were

strong, upon occasion, it was because they had the

freedom to be strong; if they were indomitable,

when the chips were down, it was because freedom

made them so. (Drury 594)

Until the publication of Advise and Consent this kind

of celebratory sermonizing was more likely to be found in

the work of someone like Carl Sandburg than in the work of

Stowe or Dos Passos. Even the book's politics were ground-

breaking:

The American political novel has traditionally

been a novel of protest animated... by liberal

ideology. Advise and Consent is a departure from

the tradition. Essentially conservative in sentiment,

it is concerned with morality in politics, rather

than with ideology. (Rolo 89)

Even as it seems to have fallen to the legitimate novelist

to keep an eye on trends in ideology in politics, so in

America it seems to have fallen to the reporter/columnist--

Drury worked for the New York Times--to keep watch on

morality in politics.

It is the sense of impending doom, the Damocles-like

threat of nuclear destruction, that most clearly relates

this type of fiction to the conventional suspense story.

While the suspense in Advise and Consent is not of the
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visceral, nail-biting sort other authors working in this

category would later introduce, the vote on the Leffingwell

appointment does remind the reader that an improper choice

for Secretary of State could bring nuclear holocaust that

much closer; where the Bomb is concerned, it can be argued

that any suspense is nail-biting. In any case the message

is clear: surviving in the so-called nuclear age may be the

greatest adventure in history.

The Bomb figures prominently in the two most

influential novels of this category, Fail-Safe and Seven

Days In May. Both were published in 1962, a time of renewed

Soviet belligerance and heightened American dreams of a

utopic future (President John F. Kennedy's New Frontier).

Both reiterate American virtue, solidarity, et al in the

face of that belligerance, yet both also warn that our faith

in the technological terrors we create may be misplaced.

They fall far short, however, of calling for any drastic

changes in the status quo; in fact, they imply that American

virtue, etc., will root out the status quo's flaws even as

the Senate rooted out its own in Advise and Consent.

Fail-Safe could be considered the ancestor of "techno-

thrillers" such as Tom Clancy's The Hunt For Red October.

Once the reader gets beyond the necessarily shallow

characterizations--a young, unnamed President (who, by the

way, has a New England accent); Professor Groteschele, the

machine-like nuclear warfare expert; the stolid, impeccably-
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behaved military; even a Soviet Premier named Krushchev--

he is awash in pseudo-scientific jargon:

Colonel Cascio turned to the officer at the

desk and said, "Try to get DEW Line No. 4.6 and

see if they have any dope on the confirmation of

the UFO." (Wheeler and Burdick 51)

The plot concerns a mechanical malfunction in one of

these DEW Lines. This leads to an American premptive bombing

strike against Moscow. In order to ward off a full-scale

Soviet response, the President asks his old friend General

Black to fly another bombing mission--a mission to destroy

New York, where the President's wife is giving an address.

As the bombs detonate Black kills himself in the bomber

cockpit, an act whose symbolic significance is short-

circuited (pun intended) by the insistence of authors Eugene

Wheeler and Harvey Burdick that technology, and not man, is

the villain here:

[The President is speaking.]..."It's as if human

beings had evaporated, and their places were taken

by computers. And all day you and I have sat here,

fighting, not each other, but rather this big,

rebellious computerized system, struggling to keep

it from blowing up the world."

[Krushchev answers.] "It is true, Mr. President.

Today the whole world could have burned without any

man being given a chance to have a say in it."
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"In one way," continued the President, "we

didn't even make the decision to have the computer-

ized systems in the first place. These automated

systems became technologically possible, so we built

them. Then it became possible to turn more and more

control decisions over to them, so we did that. And

before we knew it, we had gone so far that the systems

were able to put us in the situation we are in today.1"

(Wheeler and Burdick 277-78, emphasis added)

Be it villain or hero, however, technology is the star

of this novel, and the authors often can't help but describe

it in admiring tones:

On the Big Board the six Vindicator blips were

drawing close to the Fail-Safe crosses. It was an

elegant maneuver, possessing all the grace of ballet

dancers positioning themselves on a stage. (50)

So, to hedge their bets, the authors include a preface

stating their thesis:

Men, machines, and mathematics being what they are,

this is, unfortunately, a "true" story. The accident

may not occur in the way we describe but the laws of

probability assure us that ultimately it will occur.

The logic of politics tells us that when it does, the

only way out will be a choice of disasters. (8)

A preface of this kind became standard operating proceedure

in the political suspense thriller.
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As with Advise and Consent it was the novel's message,

not the way the message was presented, that grabbed the

critics' attention. Norman Cousins wrote,

[The book] indicates that as man has gone up in

the order of power he has gone down in the order

of control. It melodramatizes the fact that man

knows how to do everything except survive ... .The

preoccupation with power makes power king... .And

the total absence of the clarifying power of

human conscience removes the only genuine pro-

tection of human life. (22)

But where Advise and Consent resembles an expository

essay on the nature and workings of Congress, Fail-Safe is

more like a Socratic dialogue: at its conclusion the reader

is asked, "What can one learn from all this?" Besides the

obvious--that Americans will always do the right thing and

probably are not really Americans if they don't--one learns

to have faith in the future, in the innate nobility of man:

Buck was translating quickly. The President's

thoughts came tumbling out, were arrested for a moment,

then started again. He had been speaking as if long-

pent-up worries were suddenly being released. A

thought flashed through Buck's mind. These two men

seemed to understand each other now even before their

words were translated. Out of the crisis shared they

were developing an intuitive bond. (278)
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Harvey Wheeler, interviewed shortly after publication,

added that he hoped reader impressions of the book would not

be of "horror" and "revulsion" but "quite the opposite: a

positive rather than negative feeling at the end"

(Harvey 23).

A "positive feeling" plays a major role in Fletcher

Knebel's and Charles W. Bailey's Seven Days In May. Perhaps

the archtypal American political suspense thriller, it is

the model for most of the novels in this category published

after 1962. Certainly all the elements introduced by Drury,

Wheeler, and Burdick are present: a President who, while

perhaps not an idealist, nevertheless has a vision of a

world enjoying the benefits of peaceful coexistence; a Three

Musketeers-like cadre of loyal Presidential aides; a self-

sacrif icing member of the military; some sort of internal

threat to national security (in this case, ideological

rather than technological); some form of "dirty tricks"

(allegations of homosexuality in Advise and Consent;

revelation of an illicit, steamy affair in Seven Days In

May); the brooding, miasmatic menace of Soviet communism;

and, of course, the omnipresent threat of the Bomb.

Perhaps inspired by current events in France, where

charismatic Colonel Bastien-Thierry was attempting to foment

a military uprising against President De Gaulle, Knebel and

Bailey offered charismatic Air Force General James Mattoon

Scott, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, and author of a plot to
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overthrow President Jordan Lyman. Scott and his supporters

fear Soviet duplicity--the US and Soviet Union have just

signed a treaty calling for the destruction of all nuclear

warheads within one year--as well as a drastic reduction in

the military's role in the formulation of foreign policy.

When Soviet duplicity is evenutally proven, Scott goes ahead

with his plan, but Lyman, with the help of his loyal cadre--

and the spying of Marine Colonel "Jiggs" Casey, once an

admirer of Scott--obtains enough evidence to force Scott's

resignation. Later, the cadre privately informs Scott of

their knowledge of his illicit love affair and uses that

knowledge to force Scott to renounce any intention to run

for President against Lyman in the future.

As the reader of Fail-Safe was inundated by techni-

calese, so is the reader of Seven Days In May inundated by

American positivism, particularly at the novel's end:

[The President is speaking.] There has been abroad

in this land, in recent months, a whisper that we

have somehow lost our greatness; that we do not

have the strength to win--without war--the struggle

for liberty throughout the world; that we do not

have the fortitude to face, without either surrender

or blind violence, the present challenge of men who

would use tools as old as tyranny itself to make the

future theirs.

I say to you today that this whisper is a vile
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slander--a slander on America, on its people, on the

institutions which we hold dear and which in turn sus-

tain us. Our country is strong--strong enough to be

a peacemaker. It is proud--proud enough to be patient

.... We remain strong and proud, peaceful and patient,

ready to sacrifice, always willing to help others who

seek their way out of the long tunnels of tyranny into

the bright sunshine of liberty. (332)

There is also the obligatory dig at the Bomb: "The

nuclear age, by killing man's faith in his ability to

influence what happens, could destroy the United States even

if no bombs were ever dropped" (119). Though here, too, the

President is speaking (Casey remarks that the President

looks "more like a country poet" (119)), reviewers almost

unanimously believed the words were actually those of Knebel

and Bailey. Robert Hatch, discussing both Seven Days In May

and Fail-Safe, states,

[Both books] glorify man (including the reader). You

come from them feeling refreshed, keen-minded, about

ten feet high .... The effect of reading these books...

is to make us believe that Someone Up There is watching

over us and that our leaders, no matter how late the

hour, can be depended upon to extricate us and them-

selves from the maelstrom. (293)

Hatch also warns, however, that these books convey

their messages "at the cost of falsifying--or, to be kinder,
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simplifying--human experience" (293). While he does not

directly relate these novels to science fiction, Hatch does

indicate that they and others like them are closely akin to

fantasy. Like fantasy, they describe the way things could,

or should, be, in a fast-paced, highly entertaining fashion.

And while their messages are valuable, it is best not to

treat these works as much more than entertainment: "These

books are good medicine, but very careful note should be

taken of the ingredients" (Hatch 293).

Knebel seemed to agree, because his subsequent novels

concentrated on topicality and gimmicks--in other words, on

entertainment--almost to the exclusion of any message.

Perhaps, as the Viet Nam War heated up, he began to realize

that Americans might not be the worthy creatures he had

previously portrayed. Perhaps he merely felt he should

capitalize on the great success of Seven Days In May and

give his fans more suspense, more thrills, more form, less

substance. Whatever the case, despite his continued use of

a political motif Knebel's work became pure fantasy. The

plots were not necessarily less credible; they did, however,

come to dominate, and if any attempts were made to promote

American values they took second place.

For example, Night Of Camp David (1965) told the story

of a psychotic President who dreams of uniting the Western

Hemisphere under the Stars and Stripes. He's undone by a

naive junior senator and, finally, is persuaded to resign
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before he can do any harm. Vanished (1968) resurrected the

disarmament treaty theme; this time, the crisis is precipi-

tated by the disappearance of a key Presidential cadre

member, who is working on the treaty. Everyone thinks he

has been kidnapped or assassinated, but he turns out to have

been conducting super-secret negotiations with the Communist

Chinese. Trespass (1969) presented, at the height of the

Black Power movement, a plot by a militant black organiz-

ation to create a separate state for blacks in the southern

United States. David Dempsey, writing about Trespass in the

New York Times Book Review, seems to confirm that Knebel had

lost interest in the political thriller as a sounding board:

The "problem novel," of course, has problems of its

own--e.g., to come up with a better story than the

newspapers... .This is a "scare Whitey" book, the

latest [Knebel] threat to the internal security of

the United States ... .Whitey is scared. But in the

end, Whitey is also reassured. It's all a game, the

author seems to say, and nobody's going to get hurt.

(54, emphasis added)

Prompted by Knebel's success, others joined the party,

but entertainment, not enlightenment, was their aim. The

best of the non-Knebel political fantasies is Robert

Serling's The President's Plane Is Missing (1967). Sterling's

other novels are about planes and flying--he was UPI's

aviation news editor--and this one concerns a brand-new Air
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Force One that crashes, supposedly with the President on

board, leaving the country in the hands of a frightened,

overmatched Vice-President at the mercy of a trigger-

happy military. As in Vanished, the President turns up

alive and assures the nation the deception was necessary in

order to secure the secrecy of yet another round of arms

negotiations.

Two other novels deserve mention, though they are not

political suspense thrillers as defined here: The Manchurian

Candidate (1960), by Richard Condon, and The Ugly American

(1958) by Eugene Burdick and Robert Lederer. Candidate is a

satire of American conservatism, counting McCarthyism,

motherhood, and maybe even apple pie among its targets. The

Ugly American, on the other hand, is an example of more

conventional political fiction, as its purpose is to expose

ineptitude and outright cultural imperialism in the American

Foreign Service. The story is told in the form of vignettes

about people the authors claim to have actually encountered

in Southeast Asia; their names, the reader is told, have

been changed, presumably to protect them from reader

outrage. I bring these two books up here because they were

both made into effective political suspense feature films;

director John Frankenheimer's version of The Manchurian

Candidate has become, since its 1962 release, the standard

against which all other political suspense films have been

measured.
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The American political suspense thriller's preoccupa-

tion with ideas, their topicality, and their presentation at

the expense of most standard literary devices, gives it,

then, an identity of its own, a sense of sleek, streamlined

newness which reflects a combination not so much of literary

forces but rather of anthropological ones. According to

Robert Hatch, the political suspense thriller represents, at

its best, the work of

a new type of craftsman--the prophetic entertainer.

He is a writer who makes no pretense to literary

art; in matters of character, narrative devices,

style and psychology, he models his work on formulas

developed by the large fiction magazines, by television

family drama, by the commercial movies. He is out for

the very largest market (and he is reaching it), but

the fuel that drives his vehicle is not love or success

or adventure--it is doomsday. (291)

And, at its best, the political suspense thriller is

uniquely American, nationalistic in both tone and purpose,

probably innocent in its clamor for attention, like a young

child finally beginning to speak:

... [Novels like these] convey the coming to pass of

a new America. Gone are the days of dry acidic com-

ments, ejected, along with tobacco juice, from the

corner of the mouth.... Rather, today the character-

istic scene (in which a visiting lecturer quite often
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finds himself passively involved) is Saluting the Flag.

A gathering will turn, as one man and woman, to Old

Glory, and, hand on heart, recite their dedication to

it and to America; all, as it were, glowing with

after-thought lotion. (Muggeridge 492)

In this way, perhaps the political suspense thriller is

less closely akin to the novel of intrigue than it is to the

types of stories young children can understand and, thus,

tell themselves: the fairy tale, the parable, the folk

fable, even the bedtime story. At bottom, the fairy tale is

a morality play, its characters more clearly representative

of behavioral "do's" and "don't's" than actual human

qualities; it promotes the "do's" in a relentless,

exhortatory fashion, and ruthlessly reviles the "don't's.1"

Evil is portrayed as a sort of distant never-never-land;

rather like the Soviet Union, we know it's out there

somewhere, and that it's going to get us if we're not

careful. There are even a few "dirty tricks." Writers such

as Drury, Knebel, Burdick, Wheeler, Lederer, and the like

are really little more than elementary school social studies

teachers who have decided to teach certain lessons "in

fiction rather than expound them in a tract" (Barrett 170).

The novel which follows, Bearclaw, represents an

attempt to fashion a political suspense thriller on the

order of Seven Days In May, and to relate my own disillu-
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sionment with America and "Americanism" by turning the

elements of this quintessentially American form of writing

inside out, as it were. My President, David Spender, is

idealistic to the point of sociopathy; of his cadre of loyal

supporters one is an ardent worshipper, another a vile

schemer; and, in place of the self-sacrificing military man

I've substituted a self-sacrificing CIA director who, in

another twist, emerges as the novel's only real hero.

Other elements remain the same, though: there are dirty

tricks galore; the Soviet Union, though in flux, is as

miasmatic as ever; and, of course, the Bomb still hangs over

everybody's head. Though I've developed the central

characters more than is usual for this type of novel, they

nevertheless represent clearly recognizable attitudes.

However, where ideas and attitudes are the heroes in the

standard political suspense thriller, in Bearclaw they are

the villains, leading men to reach beyond their grasp, to be

blind to obvious truths, and to try to cure his spiritual

malaises with, to paraphrase John Le Carre', new forms of

the same old misery.
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BEARCLAW

A NOVEL





A Few Years from Now, On

A CHRISTMAS EVE

The young man with the briefcase chained to his arm

leaned back in the soft seat towards the front of Air Force

One. He sighed softly, and his face registered a slight

smile as he closed his eyes. Despite the raucous laughter

from the rear of the cabin, he seemed to sink into an

untroubled sleep.

The President turned away, shut his own eyes, and

counted it one of the high points of his career, if not his

life, that he had seen the young man smile. Candidates for

the "football program" underwent months of rigorous

psychotherapy, learning to erect barriers around themselves

which nothing but the voice of their master could penetrate.

The five who'd served him had done little more than breathe;

he presumed they ate and slept when their shifts were up.

Of the few words he'd heard them speak, most were variations

of "Yes, sir. " He'd often wondered if they'd short-circuit

if they said "No."

He opened his eyes and looked over at the young man

again. All over the world people his age, of all ages

certainly but mostly his age because the world was theirs

again, were celebrating, expressing their euphoric relief

that the Treaty was signed and the fifty-year threat of

3
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nuclear holocaust was gone. And this man, whose duty it was

to kindle that holocaust and who therefore had the most to

celebrate, was asleep on duty here aboard Air Force One,

probably permanently unable to display any sort of

meaningful emotion. Here, the President realized, was an

example of the true tragedy of the Cold War era: a human

being whose soul had been destroyed without a shot being

fired.

Something shuffled behind him, and he turned. His

chief national security advisor and closest friend, Ed

Reinhart, waved and flopped into the seat next to him. "We

ought to sign more treaties, Boss!" Reinhart cried, face

slightly flushed. "This is the best party we've had since

the inauguration!"

"Glad you're enjoying yourself."

"Hey, cheer up! If anyone should celebrate, you

should! Remember that old song, 'He's Got the Whole World in

His Hands?' It might have been written for you!"

"Actually, Ed, I think it was written for God."

Reinhart waved a hand unsteadily. "If you insist.

But if anyone on Earth right now could be said to be the

hand of God, you could."

"All I did was make a suggestion."

"A suggestion which forever ended the threat of nuclear

war on this planet."



5

"Forever is a long time." The President cast an

involuntary glance at the young man with the briefcase. As

long as he believes it, he thought. Then he turned back to

Reinhart and grinned mournfully. "I'm sorry I'm ruining the

festivities, Ed, but--"

"You sure are," Reinhart said, and tried to swallow a

belch. "Come on, lighten up! At long last it's possible to

look a hundred, maybe even a thousand years down the road.

Don't tell me you're scared by the prospects of a bright

future!"'

"You know I'm not. I guess I'm just not used to

thinking about them."

More laughter erupted behind them. Reinhart turned

towards the noise, then clapped the President on the

shoulder. "Boss, you'd better celebrate while you can. Now

that you no longer have to worry about the extinction of our

species, you're going to have to fulfill all the broken

campaign promises of every President since Truman."

The President laughed lightly. "I appreciate the

warning." He paused, then offered his friend a thoughtful

smile. "But you know, you're right. This is the first

opportunity in half a century to make the basic changes that

need to be made, to actually lead our country someplace."

"That's the spirit!" Reinhart shouted, and pumped his

arm in the air.
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"And 'spirit' is something America could stand to

rediscover. Not just our national spirit, either, but a

true world spirit, a sense of America as a member of a

thriving world community pursuing mankind's goals together."

He stood and walked across the cabin, leaned over a row

of seats, peered out a window. "You know, we've just done

away with something that could exterminate humanity. It'd

be nice if we could find something that would unite

humanity--you know, some great task, some goal of enormous

scope and spectacular reward."

"You were always a big science fiction fan," Reinhart

slurred. "Why not revive the space program?"

The President offered him a puzzled look, then jammed

his hands into his pockets and looked out the window again.

Suddenly he turned and smiled. "Well, why not? Remember

that shot of Earth the astronauts telecast on Christmas Eve,

oh when was it--'68?' 69? Remember how beautiful it was?

Remember the reading from Genesis? I've never been so moved

in all my life, not before or since. Nor, I daresay, have

the millions of others around the world who shared that

moment. I'd like to offer mankind a future filled with

moments like that--when, just for an instant, we forgot our

troubles and our differences and looked up to the skies and

rejoiced because we were finally achieving a measure of our

destiny."
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He rammed a fist into a palm. "We'll do it! We'll

make the announcement when we land at Andrews. I'll spring

a detailed proposal on Congress at State-of-the-Union time."

"Now you're talking!" Reinhart cried. "Now you sound

like the man I worked for ten years to get into the White

House--a man of vision, of idealism, of dreams, and the

determination to make those dreams into reality."

"Really, Ed, you have had too much to drink," the

President gently admonished. Then he looked over at the

sleeping young man. "First things first," he said quietly.

"Phone the White House and tell Blair to prepare a

state dinner."

"Who for? The director of Management and Budget?"

"No. For that young man. And all those like him."



Three Years Later

I.

EASTER EVE

Dick Bradford felt like a man on trial for his life.

In a way, he thought, he almost was--certainly his sanity

was at stake. The events of the past sixty hours had

grabbed him and, rather than inching him towards the edge,

were about to throw him over it.

This section of the Pentagon was still relatively

little-used; NASA was still hesitating about moving. The

President had bluntly stated that a peaceful venture like

the space program did not belong in a structure which for

fifty years had housed the world's greatest military

machine. But, with the program using every cent of funding

on research and exploration, and with the Pentagon standing

deserted like the carcass of some slain behemoth, a great

many administrative functions had, at least temporarily,

relocated here. Luckily, most of the functionaries had taken

the day off, leaving Bradford and the young Air Force

officer who accompanied him alone in the spotless, ghostly

hallways. In the silence even the crush of the press

outside seemed a dim memory.

They turned a corner and the officer opened the door of

a small office containing a beat-up desk and swivel chair.

The officer firmly asked him to wait, then vanished, leaving

8
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Bradford wondering if someone were trying to tell him

something.

Well, if nothing else, maybe this fiasco would finally

tell the President something. Following release from the

threat of nuclear war, anyone deserved the chance to blow

off a little steam, but space was too inhospitable a place

to do that. A fully operational colony on the moon in five

years was, in any reasonable man's opinion, asking for

trouble; but caution, it seemed, had no place in these

reckless days of the "New World Spirit." The world was

"back in the hands of the young again," as the President was

fond of saying; and members of Bradford's generation, as

well as anyone else who wasn't scurrying around "making up

for lost time," were, if not ignored, treated with a

virulent disdain unseen in the US since the '60s youth

movement.

The trouble with space was that it was easy to get

excited about. It was much harder to look forward to

rebuilding after a war, simply because some part of the

world always seemed to be doing it. Also, space exploration

had already enormously benefitted mankind, though even the

President had to admit those benefits had been almost wholly

technological. If nothing else space offered a means of

easing the overcrowding down here on poor, tired old Earth.

And yet, Earth was home. And it was beautiful. It took
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a turn in space to convince one of Earth's beauty, and,

conversely, of the barrenness and desolation of space. And

space would always remain that way: a thousand years from

now there'd still be no way to make a blade of grass grow on

the surface of the moon. Life in space would always be

packaged, artificial, ultimately claustrophobic. Remove man

from Earth and he would certainly become something less than

human.

That is, if space didn't simply kill him outright, as

it had Murphy and, almost certainly, Jones.

But then, had space killed Murphy? Wasn't it more

likely that Bradford himself had? Wouldn't Murphy still be

alive if Bradford had been less human, less susceptible to

terror and indecision, and more the cold, passionless

machine space travel seemed to demand? Wouldn't Murphy

still be alive if Bradford had acknowledged these

shortcomings, and many more besides, and quit the program

years ago? Wouldn't Murphy still be alive if Bradford had

attempted to find his true place in the modern world a great

deal sooner?

Like everything else in the Pentagon the glass plate on

the desk was spotless. Bradford impulsively examined his

reflection, though he knew he'd look far older than his

forty years. He ran a hand through what had once been thick

black hair, now depleted and streaked with grey, then leaned
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closer in order to examine the heavy circles under his dark

brown eyes. Women loved his eyes: Jeri Johansson, the

latest, had said they were "full of sad wisdom." He dropped

his jaw, ran a hand over his face, examined the nicks his

razor had made; another girl had always kissed them "to make

them better." Finally he sat back, studied his large, soft

hands, which had given every woman he'd known much pleasure.

It was a virtual certainty his hands had been intended for

something other than flying a spacecraft.

But if he quit the program, in effect ceased to exist

as a celebrity, he'd no doubt cease to exist for women.

Which was probably just as well, because women were another

certain, if more subtle, way of dehumanizing a man.

The officer poked his head in. "They're ready for you

now, Colonel Bradford."

Bradford stood, straightened his tie, and yanked his

coat taut at the waist. "The question, Lieutenant, is

whether I'm ready for them."

"I understand, sir." He stood aside, allowing Bradford

to pass, then followed, granting him much less room than

before.

* * *

The conference room was dominated by a huge, spotless

oak table. Bradford's eyes immediately sought Ben Curtis, a

round teddybear of a man with a quick, toothy smile; he sat
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at the table's far end. At his right was a hard-looking

Army one-star named Wilkes, and a skinny, pimply captain

named Bishop who was probably Wilkes's aide. Across the

table were others NASA men Bradford knew from previous

missions: Major Tony Powell, a very small man who possessed

a loud voice ideal for his duties as Curtis's administrative

assistant; and Clinton Sharpe, head of project security

though he might have been Bishop's twin. If anyone was on a

hotter seat than Bradford right now it was probably Sharpe.

Also present was Dr. Marshall Kearnes, a thin, dour

post-mission medico with whom Bradford, thankfully, had

never had to spend very much time.

"Come in, Dick, come in!" Curtis cried, rising. "Did

you get any sleep?" He indicated the chair at the table's

near end. It was closest to Kearnes, who regarded Bradford

with a mixture of disdain and intense curiosity.

Bradford dragged out the chair and sat. "A little,

sir, not all that much." He folded his hands on the table

and offered Curtis a warm smile.

Lieutenant General Ben Curtis, USAF, was an old friend.

Bradford had flown with him for several years on the shuttle

project before Curtis, by virtue of his gift of gab, had

been kicked upstairs. Nominally he was project director but

actually he ran between the White House and NASA like a mutt

chasing a stick. Bradford was glad to have him, though,
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because beneath his obligatory gung-ho exterior he shared

Bradford's convictions about space and blowing off steam.

It was Bradford's feelings of friendship and loyalty to

Curtis, he decided now, that had kept him with the project

this long.

"Bad dreams, eh?" Curtis was saying. "That's quite

understandable. And--I realize this won't be much

consolation--if you need anything at all, in a personal

sense, for heaven's sake ask for it. All of NASA is at your

disposal."

"You didn't have to say it, Ben," Bradford said, "but

thanks anyway."

Curtis sat again, and abruptly became businesslike.

"Now then, Dick, your exhoneration from any responsibility

in this disaster is a foregone conclusion. All we're here

for is an informal exchange of information. At this point I

suppose I should introduce you to General Wilkes, who's here

on behalf of General Bearden. As Chairman of the Joint

Chiefs, General Bearden's pretty busy with the problem in

the Middle East."

Bradford realized he'd forgotten all about it, another

indictment of his self-absorption. He stood and approached

Wilkes, hand extended. "How do you do, General."

"Bradford," Wilkes grunted, and without standing

briefly gripped Bradford's hand. His black eyes, square
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jaw, and abrupt movements gave the impression of a granite

statue reluctantly animated. Realizing Wilkes wasn't going

to say anything else, Bradford returned to his chair and

sat. This, he knew, was going to be a long debriefing.

"I've played the tapes for everyone," Curtis resumed,

offering Bradford a private smile of sympathy. "We've

hashed out some ways and means, and I've answered all the

questions Ground Control can answer. You're here because

we'd like the story as straight as possible before we spring

it on the President.1"

"How much have you told him?" Bradford asked.

"We've told him exactly what we've told the press,,"

Powell said, "that Murphy was killed and Jones is in a

coma."

"Is that all? I thought--"

Powell's face, disproportionately long, contorted

angrily, which was about all Bradford had ever seen it do.

"What else should we tell him, Colonel? Those are the only

facts we have."

"That'll do, Major," Curtis said quietly. He took a

deep breath, then turned slowly back to Bradford. "Dick,

this is why you're here. We need more facts, not theories

and wild guesses. With all the President's got on his mind

right now we can't run the risk of confusing or alarming

him." He raised his eyebrows.
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"You're right, of course," Bradford growled, wishing

Curtis would leave Powell unprotected just once.

"Thank you," Curtis said, and added another sympathetic

smile. "Now we want you to go over your story from the

beginning, from absolutely the first second you even sensed

something was out of the ordinary."

"Sure." He wondered how many more times he'd have to

tell the story, wondered how long it would be before he'd be

allowed to forget it.

* * *

Actually, it had started with the dust. Jones and

Murphy were outside, exploring the digsite; Bradford,

sitting in the landing module watching on TV, had

experienced an unexplainable chill when he'd heard Murphy's

exclamation: "Hey, Jonesy, check this out!"

"Be right there," Jones acknowledged in his quiet way.

Jones was the utter antithesis of Murphy, who from the first

day of the mission had been the nerve-wracking epitome of

the New World Spirit's youthful energy. Jones was a

fifteen-year veteran of the program, a geophysicist who

loved long train trips and evenings spent in front of a

fire, while Murphy was young and loved whatever everyone

else his age loved, which at this moment seemed to be space

exploration.

"What is it?" he whispered eagerly to Jones. He
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sounded like a kid opening a Christmas present.

"Like an ash," Jones said. "Looks like soot from some

sort of heat-exchange process, like smelting."

"Can you see this, Brad?" Murphy asked.

"Yeah," Bradford acknowledged in a casual tone

calculated more to ease his apprehension than Murphy's

excitement. "But don't expect anything from me. Jones's the

expert."

"No point in getting your hopes up, kid," Jones

chuckled. "Regardless of how it got here it's the same old

stuff as on Earth."

"You don't know that!" Murphy cried. "Some parts of the

Earth have minerals others don't, and almost all the osmium

and irridium on Earth is from meteorites. If the solar

system is indeed agglomerations of the same source material,

isn't it reasonable to assume that other planets might

possess minerals, maybe even elements, that are completely

unknown?"

Without waiting for an answer he rampaged on. "I had

this terrific dream last night!"

"Don't tell me: you discovered a vein of some

ultra-strong, ultra-malleable, super-lustrous metal, a

combination of all that's good about iron, aluminum, and

gold, of course, and you named it Murphyum and made a

fortune."
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"Naw, it wasn't quite as good as that. We did discover

something new, though. It was kind of like marble--came in

slabs--only it was clear, like heavy polyurethane. It was

impervious to abrasion or corrosion, and when you shined

light through it it glowed pale blue, like turquoise."

"And after continued exposure to ultraviolet, it melted

and became super-unleaded gas, right?"

"Almost," Murphy said, deadly serious. "Actually, it

proved a remarkably stable solar energy battery. Plug into

a cubic inch of the stuff and you could provide enough

electricity to power the average home for a year." He

paused, lightened his tone. "And I didn't call it

'Murphyum,' if you must know. Since it derived so many of

its properties from other substances, I called it

'derivium.' Clever, huh?"

"Oh yeah. Easier to say than 'combinationum. '

Bradford, his anxiety rising, had interrupted at this

point. "Seriously, Jones, any ideas about that stuff?"

"None." His voice held a disquieting certainty. "It's

definitely nothing indigenous."

"Any clue to its source?"

"Well--it seems to have formed a fan away from a crater

wall at about gridpoint--got your chart?--alpha six zero

niner--"

Suddenly Murphy shouted again, "Jonesy! I'm getting a
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weird infrared reading!"

"Settle down," Jones admonished gently. "Probably

nothing more than a malfunction. You getting anything there,

Skipper?"

"Not a peep," Bradford said. "Show me, Murphy."

But Murphy hadn't heard. "Magnetometer's funny too.

Registering something very close to us. Something

pulsing. "

"What heading?" Bradford asked, still struggling with

the chart.

"Northwest," Murphy muttered. "Gridpoint alpha six

zero niner--omigod!"

"What?" Bradford and Jones shouted together.

"Don't you guys get it? Subsurface magnetic pulses?

We've found it! We've found TMA-!1"

* * *

"TMA-1? What the hell's that?" Wilkes cried, his tone

a mixture of alarm and exasperation.

Powell answered, "'Tycho Magnetic Anomaly One.' From a

popular science-fiction film of the late 1960s.1"

"A romantic impossibility, then."

"Not quite," Powell said, with a nervous glance at

Curtis. "It's sort of become the--how would you put it,

General Curtis?--the 'holy grail' of space exploration."

"I'm afraid I don't understand, Major," Wilkes grunted.
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"Discovery of alien artifacts, General," Curtis

explained indulgently, like an old professor. "Or, better

still, alien life. It's every astronaut's dream, just like

it's every footsoldier's dream to capture the enemy flag

single-handed."

"Is that so?" It was Wilkes's turn to be indulgent,

and he turned to his aide. "Bishop, next time I'm, uh,

reviewing the troops, remind me to ask one or two of them to

enlighten me on this matter. I would have thought it was

enough simply to want to stay alive."

He watched Curtis simmer for a moment, then continued,

"One more thing. I realize you people have been deluged

with recruits, and that your screening process has to have

suffered, but--why Murphy? How'd a powderkeg like him get

chosen for a mission like this?"

"I'll answer that, Ben," Kearnes declared. He might

have been a politician announcing his candidacy. "We have

found that a more, shall we say, lively personality tends to

make space travel easier on everyone. One of the most

difficult tasks for anyone returning from an extended period

in space is the simple act of intelligent conversation.

Without going into the actual psychology of the problem, it

seems to result from one of the more subtle effects of the,

er, vastnesses of space. The situation has not been

alleviated by our past choices of people on the basis of
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their, er, blandness--"

"Thank you, Dr. Kearnes," Wilkes snapped. "I don't

need a lecture." Kearnes looked like he'd been stabbed.

"Curtis," Wilkes went on, "I'd like to go on record as

saying that your personnel decisions leave a lot to be

desired. I'd hate for the President to learn this mission

was scuttled by, shall we say"--he mimicked Kearnes--

"youthful exuberance."

"I'm sure the President will be interested in anything

you have to say, General Wilkes." Curtis smiled around the

table, then added softly, "Please go on, Dick. I know you

want to get this over with."

* * *

After calming Murphy down, which hadn't taken as long

as Wilkes may have wanted to believe, Bradford and Jones

traded speculations about the dust. Then, after a silence,

Murphy remarked timidly, "A subsurface structure would

explain the dust."

"How?" Jones and Bradford demanded, again in unison.

"The structure could be venting it."

"Jones?" Bradford asked.

"Unlikely. It's not ordinary dust. It's a residue."

"Look," Murphy insisted, "we've got nothing else to go

on."

"Murphy," Jones sighed, "those weird readings of yours



21

can be explained any number of ways."

"Oh really?" Murphy snapped. "Our magnetometers aren't

strong enough to register anything extralunar, so you can't

explain the pulses by assuming it's random electromagnetic

activity. And the pulses aren't random anyway, they're

regular, rhythmic. As for the infrared, well, I admit,

that's harder, but--"

"Murphy, for God's sake--"

"Brad, will you just listen for one minute? Now we're

on the dark side of the Moon, which means it's as cold as

it's possible to get. If there were a subsurface structure

anywhere within a mile of our gridpoint, it'd stick out like

a dutch elm in a desert. So it must be shielded, and what

I'm reading is the heat escaping through the vents."

"With the dust," Bradford said.

"Yes, with the dust."

Silence again. At length Bradford sighed heavily.

"Any thoughts, Jones? I've got to admit it sort of ties

together."

"I suggest we search for this venting system," Jones

said noncommittally. "The dust is thickest at the

craterwall, so let's start there. Okay, Skipper?"

"I-I'm not sure," Bradford said.

"Come on, Brad," Murphy chided, "we're not talking

about little green men here!"
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"I almost wish we were," Bradford snapped. The digital

readout in front of him indicated nearly twenty-five minutes

before the orbiting capsule would be in position to

intercept and relay a message to Houston. The dust would

certainly still be there, but what about the pulses and

disturbances in the spectrum? Or was he being affected by

Murphy's impatience?

He'd've flipped a coin if he'd've had one.

"Okay," he finally sighed. "As long as that dust is

inert, it's probably not that dangerous. But Murphy, you

stand well back of Jones, that's an order. And keep your

camera on him every minute. If I want to know what Jones is

seeing I'll look at his transmission. Is that clear?"

"All right!" Murphy cried. Bradford heard a grunt of

exertion.

"Murphy, get back here," Jones called. "You heard the

man. I go first."

No more than two minutes later Jones reached the crater

wall. "Starting my examination," he reported.

"That wall looks like it's covered with the stuff!"

Murphy gushed.

"He's right, Skipper. Can you see this all right?

Kind of reminds me of how topsoil clings to an eroded

landscape on Earth."

"But there's no erosion on the Moon," Bradford said,
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and felt another chill.

"Exactly. And since the composition of the dust

doesn't match that of the crater wall anyway, where'd the

stuff come from? I wonder if--Uh oh. I don't believe it.

Skipper, you see this?"

"I sure do," Bradford said grimly.

"See what?" Murphy shouted, and started towards Jones.

"You stay right there, Murphy!" Bradford commanded.

"This crater wall has hundreds--probably thousands--of

tiny holes in it," Jones said.

"Natural?" Murphy demanded. Bradford was proud of him

--he was obeying orders under excruciating circumstances.

"Of course they're not natural," Jones snorted. "They

look like they've been bored with a router. The dust is

ejected through them." He paused. "Every--second and a

half."

"Like the magnetometer pulses," Murphy whispered

hoarsely. "Omigod."

"Get back here, both of you," Bradford ordered. "We're

not going any farther with this until we talk to Houston."

"I don't know, Skipper," Jones chuckled. "I don't

think Murphy can stand still until the capsule slings by

again."

"I can wait if you can," Murphy said in a shaking

voice.



24

Bradford had to laugh. "Well, I guess that settles it.

Murphy, there's hope for you--"

"Jonesy! Look out!"

"For God's sake, will you stop shouting?" Bradford

cried. Then he looked at Murphy's transmission and froze.

Jones was caught in a net. "Can't get free," he

grunted. "It's magnetized."

"Brad! You there?" Murphy cried. "Can you see?"

Bradford's mouth had gone dry; he tried to respond but

words would not come. He felt helplessness expand within

him like a balloon.

"Maybe if I quit struggling," Jones said, "maybe if I

just relax. Maybe immobilizing me is all--whatever this

thing is wants."

"Yeah, and maybe it isn't," Murphy whimpered. "Brad!

Are you there? Can you see this?" Without waiting for an

aknowledgement he ran towards Jones.

"Murphy, get away from here!" Jones snapped.

"No! Brad doesn't answer! Something might've gotten

him too!" He yanked ineffectually at the net. "God, this

thing weighs a ton!"

"I told you it's magnetized! Now get away from here!

I'm betting if I play the meek and docile prisoner I'll be

let go pretty soon--Aw no! Now they've got you too!"

Bradford finally found his voice. "H-hang on, I'm
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coming out there."

"Not a good idea, Skipper," Jones said.

"Are you crazy?" Murphy wailed. "He's no good to us

where he is!"

"He won't be any good to us if he gets caught," Jones

observed calmly. "Now try to relax. Skipper, you'd better

stay put and call this in."

By now Bradford's helplessness had become indecision,

which was even worse. And yet, another, too large part of

him wanted to make no decision at all but just to go to

sleep, then awaken from this nightmare to Murphy's cheery

banter, or one of Jones's train stories, or--

"Hang on, Murphy, looks like I was wrong. Brad, the

wall just opened up behind us. Some sort of... .tentacles

... have attached themselves to us and are pulling us inside

the structure. It's completely dark in there and I--My

eyes! Murphy, shut your eyes before--"

* * *

"...That was the last time I heard Jones's voice. I

left the module immediately and made my way to the digsite.

That took about thirty-five minutes on foot. When I reached

the digsite I headed directly for the crater wall, following

the footprints Jones and Murphy had left. I admit I had no

idea what to do, and I probably stood there for five minutes

wondering. Then I backtracked to the excursion vehicle, and
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I probably sat there for fifteen minutes before Jones

appeared, from the opposite direction, carrying Murphy in

his arms. I couldn't believe anything could have happened

to Murphy, he'd seemed so.. .alive... ."

He bit his lip; the sob stayed within him. "Jones was

staggering, and he tripped and fell about twenty feet from

the vehicle. I looked at Murphy first. His lifesign

indicators were all flat. I looked at his face: he looked

like he'd died in pain. I suppose I spent more time on

Murphy than I should have, because by the time I reached

Jones he'd stopped breathing. He still registered some

brain activity, so I tried to jumpstart his breathing, but

no go. Finally I activated auto-life support, put him and

Murphy aboard the vehicle, and returned to the module."

"After which you made your report, achieved liftoff and

rendezvous, and came home," Curtis finished, and Bradford

nodded.

A long silence followed. Bradford looked carefully

around the room, saw that everyone was being careful not to

look at him. He felt like a freak in some two-bit carnival,

making onlookers ashamed of their good fortune. Curtis

beamed at him like a proud father, but Bradford felt he

needed something more than a father's approval.

At length Wilkes declared, "Well, if this isn't the

most incredible thing I've ever heard. Might I suggest we
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stretch our legs, General Curtis?"

"Good idea. Ten minutes, gentlemen?" He stood and the

room quickly emptied, though Wilkes cast a long, thoughtful

glance in Bradford's direction before leaving. Bradford

crossed his arms on the table and rested his head on them.

Curtis approached, placed a hand on his shoulder.

"Don't worry, Dick, we're almost done. Everything'll be

fine, you'll see."

This was something else Curtis hadn't needed to say,

especially because it wasn't true.

2

"Morning, Mrs. Walter," the President yawned. "Is it

cold outside?"

"Good morning, sir," returned the slight, faintly

German voice. "It's a little nippy, yes. Did you enjoy your

extra hour of sleep?"

"I certainly did," he lied. There was no extra sleep

for anyone, with the world once again headed for war. But

he didn't want to alarm Mrs. Walter, so he yawned again.

"Why is it the longer you sleep the harder it is to get up?"

"Why, I don't know, Mr. President. I never really

thought about it. It certainly seems odd, doesn't it?"

"Don't worry," he chuckled, "it was a rhetorical

question. Have you seen Ed or Arthur yet this morning?"

"Yes, sir. They've both been here for some time."
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"Okay, have them meet me in the Oval Office in half an

hour." She acknowledged; he thanked her and hung up. Then

he threw back the blankets and slid out of bed. He wrapped

himself in his thick old robe and headed grimly towards the

bathroom for a shower and the first of his three daily

shaves.

He paused in front of the full-length mirror, more to

delay the shower--he hated bathing--than to study his

reflection. Too many people spent too much time paying

attention to his looks. But he had to admit that it had

been his looks, and little else, that had gotten him to the

White House. In fact, he'd often been told that he was as

close to the perfect-looking candidate as was humanly

possible.

He was fifty-five but looked forty. He had a classic

square-cut chin complete with dimple, undisciplined pale

brown hair, and, more to the point, "bedroom eyes." He was

six-one, two-oh-five, and as fit as a problem lower back

would allow. Adding a skilful use of tough talk tempered

with an ability to scratch a back in precisely the right

place, he'd been sold, someone had moaned, as the sort of

"lover-cum-father figure who could solve innumerable ills by

simply saying 'hello' on the evening news." Though he'd

objected at first to this packaging he'd since learned to

accept it. It had won him the election in a period of
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renewed voter apathy and, when all was said and done, the

business of politics was to sell the form, and let the

substance emerge later.

Speaking of form, he couldn't delay the inevitable any

longer. He entered the shower and, gritting his teeth, stood

under the stream, then hastily lathered his body, applied

shampoo which despite all vigilance still invaded his eyes,

then rinsed, stepped out, and toweled dry. Facing the

mirror again, he wondered for the thousandth time what it

would do to his precious image if he grew a beard.

When he'd taken office the country was in pretty good

shape, despite rising racial tensions, spiralling numbers of

poor and homeless, and other evidences of a lack of national

purpose. The international situation, however, particularly

in regard to the Soviet Union, was chaotic at best. After

years of economic misery and broken promises of

independence, the Ukhraine, Georgia, and the Baltic states

had finally risen in open revolt. Almost immediately the

entire nation dissolved into virtual civil war, each

nationality and political faction seemingly bent on the

extermination of all others. The Red Army, which had

dutifully remained on the sidelines, now acted to restore

order: a field marshal named Tchertsikov seized Moscow in a

daring daylight coup and promised free elections "as soon as

all belligerants laid down their arms." Suspicious of
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Tchertsikov, the more powerful factions refused and,

following the brutal supression of a protest march in

Rostov, a makeshift army assembled in Kiev and began a march

towards Moscow. By the time a Red Army division was

dispatched to stop it it numbered nearly 100,000. It sliced

through the regulars, and miraculously survived two

subsequent attacks by the Soviet air force. Finally, only

seventy miles from Moscow, it was blasted from the Earth by

a tactical nuclear device. World outrage was immediate, and

a grief-stricken Tchertsikov took his own life the next day.

But the outcry was unremitting, and one observer remarked

that the true nature of nuclear deterrance had at last been

revealed.

Into this minefield the President blithely--some said

obliviously: he'd been in office barely four months--

stepped; in an address before the UN General Assembly he

offered the Soviets "massive US aid, unrestricted access to

American technology and economic research, and unlimited US

efforts towards mediating Soviet ethnic and ideological

disputes." In return, the Soviets would refrain from

competing with US products in "certain sensitive areas of

the international marketplace" for a period not to exceed

ten years. More important, however, the Soviet Union was

invited to throw its full weight behind his proposal for

"immediate, unconditional, and universal" nuclear
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disarmament.

Ironically, the detonation outside Moscow had ended the

civil war, uniting the nation in grief and shame. Not

surprisingly, the President's proposal was greeted

enthusiastically, and a new strongman, Sergei Krimilov, was

swept into office after a lightning campaign during which he

promised full cooperation. US support of the proposal,

however, was far from assured. Secretary of State Pup

Arnold, former ambassador to Germany and a man the President

had long admired, denounced the plan as "ludicrous" and "a

knife in the back of every American citizen, ally, and

friend," and angrily resigned. Other respected observers

of the international scene were less than enthusiastic. But

the President, encouraged by nearly every world leader--

especially America's "allies and friends"--proposed that

"the world come together to Versailles, birthplace of many

treaties which had brought peace, however short-lived, to

the world." The treaty to be negotiated now, he hoped,

would "bring peace forever." Flattered, France eagerly

agreed and, three weeks later, representatives of over one

hundred-fifty nations descended on Paris. Every nation was

heard, proposals were passed or defeated by a simply

majority; and over the next six months, as the world watched

in amazement and growing elation, a fair, honorable

agreement was made to outlaw nuclear weapons and grant the
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UN Security Council powers to act, with military force if

necessary, to "police" any nation which did not sign or

abide by the Treaty's terms.

One such nation, unfortunately, was Israel.

Though tiny by superpower standards the Israeli nuclear

capability was still more than sufficient to obliterate her

Arab neighbors. A more serious concern, however, was the

dozen or so medium- and long-range ICBMs Israel possessed.

Israel, of course, refused at first to admit these weapons

existed; and when finally confronted with satellite

photographs of a compound some two hundred miles south of

Tel-Aviv, Israel skilfully elicited world sympathy--a great

deal of which was voiced by US citizens--by recounting

stories of the Holocaust and more recent repression of Jews.

If such a crime was to be committed again, said the

Israelis, retribution would be "swift and certain."

This declaration led to a deadlock in the General

Assembly which lasted nearly six months, or until the

Soviets, after accusing other member nations of

footdragging, angrily walked out and threatened to act

unilaterally. In response the President, in another UN

address, admitted his "reluctance to act against an old and

valued friend," and then reiterated his determination that

the terms of the Treaty be enforced. This led, in turn, to

the current buildup of UN-sponsored forces, most of which
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were Soviet, on the island of Cyprus. The task force at

last count had numbered nearly 50,000; observers reported it

was, for all intents and purposes, ready for an attack on

Israel.

But the thought of Soviet troops, UN-sanctioned or not,

capturing Israeli missiles still made quite a few people

uneasy. A flurry of diplomatic maneuvering had culminated in

yesterday's offer by France to host another gathering at

Versailles. Israel, however, quickly and curtly declined,

then stunned and frightened everyone by ordering all foreign

news media to leave the country within twelve hours. In

response, the UN task force commander, a Russian, had placed

his forces on full alert.

The whole thing reminded the President of what his

father had told him of the mood in the Pentagon following

the Chinese invasion of Korea in 1950. The UN's credibility

had been at stake: Mao had seemed to be daring the UN to

escalate the conflict even as he had done. The UN had

refused, and a stalemate which until just recently had

divided the Korean peninsula had eventually resulted. Would

the UN vote to attack now, and if it did not, would that

mean the Treaty--and the future of the world--was worth no

more than a "slip of paper"?

... The razor purred in his hand and his face tingled as

he performed the hated task. He splashed aftershave on and
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returned to the bed, where Taylor had laid his light brown

suit. He tossed the robe aside and, after reluctantly

climbing into a t-shirt and shorts, even more reluctantly

set about getting into the suit. If anyone had told him as

a child, or even as a young man, that he'd one day wear a

suit on Saturday, he'd never even have considered running

for President.

Shaving at all, to say nothing of three times a day;

wearing a suit on Saturday--these were unnatural things,

things forced upon him by powers over which he had no

control. As such, they reflected certain world institutions

which had steered man away from his natural tendency towards

peace and spiritual progress even as they now threatened to

sweep him down the road to yet another war. The President

had built his administration on the belief that these

institutions could and should be cast down, and that new

ones, befitting the natural man, be erected in their place.

His dream had been that the space program would be one such

institution, and now, when the project had encountered its

first major setback after uninterrupted success, here he

was, distracted by the same old diplomatic dissipations.

Like shaving and wearing suits, they seemed to mock him,

reinforce his powerlessness with their tedious

inevitability. Damn the Israelis! If the world was ever

going to "grow up," the space program had to continue, had
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to take precedence, had to succeed.

Ah, the joys of having the whole world in his hands.

He'd never forget that Christmas Eve on Air Force One.

* * *

No one in the Cabinet loved his job like Arthur

Humdingher loved his. The President doubted there'd been a

harder-working Secretary of State in history, and it didn't

take much to realize that Humdingher had been responsible

for most of the triumphs which had made Pup Arnold such a

revered figure. Of course, the press hadn't realized this,

or had ignored it, choosing instead to concentrate on

Humdingher's physical appearance; one of the kinder

commentators had described him as "Quasimodo playing against

the President's Phoebus." Humdingher was short, and very

nearly round, with huge pale flapping jowels decorated by

spidery veins. What hair he had was dirty white and thrust

out like wings from the sides of his head. His tiny blue

eyes leaped and darted, then seemed to retreat; they were

never still. He wore clothes badly, his personal hygiene

was haphazard at best, and his fingers seemed always to be

in the vicinity of his mouth--he was a compulsive nail-

biter. Rather than regard him as a liability, however, the

President admired his defiance of White House glamor-

consciousness, almost more than he appreciated his loyalty

and drive.
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"Secretary-General Van Leeuwen's got to order an

attack, and soon," Humdingher said now with his usual

expansiveness. "If he doesn't, especially after a

provocation like last night's, the Russians still might bolt

the UN and act unilaterally. If that happens we might as

well tear up the Treaty and get ready for World War Three."

"You don't honestly believe that," Ed Reinhart said.

Reinhart was everything Humdingher was not; the

President had wondered on occasion whether this was

deliberate on Reinhart's part. He was already tall, and

while he was no athlete he looked robust: there was always

good color in his cheeks, a sparkle in his black eyes, and a

healthy glow in his thick brown hair. He dressed impeccably

though not expensively, and his only social weakness was a

tendency to allow his high voice to whine.

He'd allowed it to whine now, and in so doing had

annoyed Humdingher. "It's what the Russians believe that

matters," he said impatiently. "If they go it alone this

time, they won't think twice about doing it again. The

Soviet adventurism we all enjoyed so much in the '50s will

pale by comparison. I guess the real question is, do the

Soviets police the world, or do we?"

"The UN polices the world, Art," Reinhart observed.

"Are you bragging or apologizing?" He began gnawing a

hangnail on his left thumb. "Look, we've just got to make
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sure that task force never moves. We've got to offer the

Israelis the biggest plum they've ever seen."

"But they've seen quite a few in their history. I

suppose you've got a new one in mind?"

"Several, actually. My favorite is forcing the

Israelis to put the question of nuclear disarmament to a

vote."

"You mean a plebiscite? And then what will we do--

sneak in and stuff the ballot boxes?"

"If it's necessary. But it shouldn't be." He stood and

spat the hangnail into the wastebasket next to the

President's desk.

"Some 'plum, "' Reinhart said. "How do you propose to

get them to 'swallow' it?"

"That's the easy part. We'll promise to shut up about

the West Bank, the refugee camps, the Gaza Strip--"

"But we can't do that! Some of the things that go on

there are barbaric! It's--"

"It's their affair, Ed. Besides, with the fuse gone

from the powderkeg, why should we worry about those 'things'

any more? Let's take one 'thing' at a time here, all right?

Let's get rid of the nuclear sword over all our heads first.

Then we can discuss the nature of barbarism. "

"I don't know," Reinhart sighed after a long moment.

"What do you think, Boss?"
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The President approached from behind the desk. "I

think that this is not only the first major test of the

Treaty, but of the New World Spirit. This is our chance to

set a precedent, establish a policy, that all nations be

involved in settling disputes. Now you were right, Ed, when

you said it's the UN's job to police the world. But the

purpose of the New World Spirit is to eliminate the criminal

element. It's obvious--at least it is to me--that man cannot

improve himself through study of his sins, but only through

pursuit of his ideals. We are at a new beginning; it's time

for a new approach: a world consciousness, with our eyes on

the stars, and not ourselves."

"Where lie our faults," Reinhart whispered.

"Exactly." He leaned against the desk and folded his

arms. "Now it's also obvious to me that the problem of

nuclear weapons in Israel will not be resolved until the

forces threatening Israel's security are neutralized once

and for all. Which means, Arthur, that you're going to put

together a position paper on those forces for me, to be

presented before the General Assembly Monday morning."

"I hope the Russians can wait that long," Humdingher

grunted.

"I'm going to call President Krimilov right now and

offer him a little plum of my own. And then we're going to

settle this thing just like we settled things in
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Versailles--by a vote. "

* * *

In a moment the two Cabinet members were standing in

the hallway facing a closed door. Humdingher felt like he'd

been grabbed by the collar and thrown out, while Reinhart

stood limply, a faraway look in his eyes.

Abruptly Reinhart turned and squeezed Humdingher's

shoulders. "Isn't he something?" he gushed. "You could

drive yourself crazy, waste your entire life, looking for a

moment like the one we've just experienced."

"Speak for yourself," Humdingher scowled, dodging away.

"I don't know which is worse, his dreams or his penchant for

repeating them three times a day." He started down the

hall.

Reinhart grabbed Humdingher's elbow and steered him the

other way. "Maybe those dreams are why we're beating our

swords into plowshares now. Maybe we could use a few more

dreamers in world politics."

"If you ask me, we're just as short of hard-nosed

realists. What worries me is that the Boss considers his

way of thinking to be the only one appropriate for this day

and age."

"If that's true, I think he's right."

"Pardon me if I'm not surprised."

They reached the pressroom, waved the few lingering
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newspeople away, and helped themselves to the best coffee in

the White House. Here Reinhart could enjoy another

superiority to Humdingher: he took his coffee black, while

Humdingher used sugar, cream, and water. Stirring his own

coffee mockingly, Reinhart asked, "Is it possible it's time

for a new definition of realism?"

"No. Look around, will you? The desirability of a

'world consciousness' notwithstanding, there are certain

things, certain ends, which are just as desirable and which

could be much more easily attained through unilateral US

action than by the time-consuming formality of consulting

world opinion." He was drawing a crowd; Reinhart tried not

to laugh as he brought this to Humdingher's attention.

Coloring, Humdingher lowered his voice and concluded, "I

think it deserves serious consideration, that's all."

"I'm not saying it doesn't," Reinhart said, and served

himself a second cup. "He sure is full of energy today,

though, certainly not as depressed as he's been the past few

days. I'd rather have him dreamy and energetic than

realistic and down in the dumps, wouldn't you?"

"I'm not as fond of children as you are, Ed. I'm not

amazed and thankful for the occasional burst of

intelligence. I take it for granted, and I expect it in a

President every waking moment of every waking day. He's

been in office nearly four years and he still hasn't learned
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to see every crisis as merely the tip of an iceberg--"

He clammed up as Ted Rowle of CBS ambled over. "And

what's the subject of this morning's debate, guys?" Rowle

drawled with discomfiting informality. "You should know,

there's a rumor down here we're going into Israel ourselves

to prevent the Russians' getting it. Care to comment?"

"Ted," Humdingher said amiably, "you're still new

enough around here that you at least come over to us every

day and say good morning. You're still green enough to show

a little respect for the king's ministers." Rowle was very

close now, and wide-eyed; Humdingher put his arm around him

and drew him closer. "And I'm thinking you deserve a little

something special for it, know what I mean?"

Rowle was modest; he'd been trained well. "Well, I

dunno, Mr. Secretary. I mean, most of the guys see you

coming down here and drinking coffee like one of us and,

well, I guess they just come to think of you as an equal.

They don't mean any disrespect, I assure you." His eyes

were nearly popping out of their sockets now. "But if you

could give me a minute to alert the network.... ."

"Sure. You just run outside and gather up your crew,

and CBS'll give you a nice big raise." He patted him on the

back; Rowle worked hard to make a leisurely exit.

"What're you going to tell him, Art? That CBS stock

went down another two points yesterday?"
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"Tempting, but not true. This has to be verifiable

data. Just listen."

Within sixty seconds Rowle and crew were back.

Everybody else dropped their coffee cups and scrambled out

to notify their higher-ups, but by that time Rowle had

signalled Humdingher he was ready and Humdingher held up his

hands for quiet.

"Ladies and gentlemen, you all look so bored I've

decided to do you a little favor. In about two hours Press

Secretary Landers"--a chorus of friendly boos for the

ex-reporter--"will issue a statement to this effect." He

waved Reinhart forward and put an arm around his shoulder.

"Ladies and gentlemen, the White House is proud to announce

that Carol Reinhart is pregnant for the eighth and

positively the last time!"

3

As the group filed back in, Bradford lifted his

suddenly heavy head off the table and tried to smile, then

tried not to shudder as everyone returned his smile with

obvious forced sympathy.

It quickly became clear no one wished to resume the

festivities. Bradford supposed he was expected to do so;

all previous awkward moments seemed to have belonged to him.

"I've told my part of the story, Ben," he said, glaring at

Curtis. "I assume there's more?"
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"Certainly, certainly," Curtis said quickly, as if

waking from a dream. "Doctor Kearnes, if you please."

Kearnes seemed to hesitate, then stood. "Jones is in

a coma, caused by lack of oxygen to the brain. Severe brain

damage is a virtual certainty in cases like this. He's on

total life support at the special facility at Walter Reed.

His chances of recovery are, frankly, very slim." Finished,

he sank into his seat like a wilted old cornstalk.

"Then we may never know what he discovered up there,"

Wilkes muttered. He looked over at Bishop, who smiled

encouragingly.

"What about Murphy's autopsy?" Powell prompted.

"Not finished yet," Kearnes answered shortly. "Early

indications are of heart failure due to severe physical

trauma."

"What sort of trauma?" Wilkes shouted. "Could he have

been tortured?"

"Possibly," Kearnes said with sudden energy.

"Tortured?" Powell cried. "By whom?"

"Why, by the aliens, of course," Kearnes chirped with a

gleam in his eye.

"Aliens?" Clinton Sharpe cried, and cast a frightened

glance at Bradford.

"Kearnes, we're not here to listen to your childhood

dreams," Powell groaned. "This project hired you as a
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diagnostician. Just stick to that, if you can see your way

clear."

"Why?" Kearnes returned defiantly. "I think I've just

said what's on all our minds." To Bradford: "Haven't I,

Colonel?" Finding no help there he moved on to Wilkes. "I

mean, General, who else could have built an installation on

the Moon? The Russians?"

Livid, Powell stood and roared, "That's enough,

Kearnes! I don't think we'll be needing your--"

"Please, Major," Wilkes sighed, waving a hand in

derision. Powell fell back into his seat as if knocked into

it. "I think Dr. Kearnes's conjecture is worthy of

discussion. I know we didn't build the installation, and I

don't think the Russians could have and kept it from us.

The only other possibility is the Chinese, but.... ." His

voice trailed off, and he looked almost imploringly at

Bradford.

His composure regained, Powell snickered, "General, you

can't be serious. Surely you've read your Einstein."

"And my Carl Sagan," Wilkes snapped. "I think under

the circumstances our best course of action is to use our

imaginations. Why couldn't aliens be responsible? Why

would Russians, or even Chinese, torture two US astronauts?"

"Lots of reasons." Powell said uncertainly. "To find

out why we were digging in the area, for example."
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"Sorry to disappoint you, Major, but the KGB could have

determined that before this mission got off the pad. And if

the builders had been someone we know, they almost certainly

would have killed Jones and Murphy instead of torture them.

They positively wouldn't have let them get away." He leaned

forward, addressed Curtis. "It's quite possible we're

dealing with extraterrestrial beings, beings who know very

little about us as organisms, or, for that matter, as

anything else."

Curtis met Wilkes's gaze for a moment, then turned

away. Satisfied with this reaction, Wilkes turned to

Powell. "Now then, Major, what were the results of the

analysis of that dust?"

"I'm afraid that analysis is as yet unavailable to us,"

Powell said with surprising strength.

"Doesn't sound like a hell of a lot is available,

Major," Wilkes grunted. "Or maybe I should say, available

to me. Why do I get the impression, Curtis, that your

people aren't telling me everything?"

"Let me assure you," Curtis replied quietly, "you've

been told everything we know."

Wilkes grinned. "Is that so? Well, I hope you don't

expect the President to be any more satisfied with it than I

am."

"I'm sorry you think we've wasted your time," Powell
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said.

"You've wasted more than that, Major. One, possibly

two good men have lost their lives searching for this holy

grail of yours. Makes me wonder if it's all worth it."

"Please, General Wilkes," Powell sighed, "if you're

going to repeat General Bearden's tired old complaints about

slashing the military budget in favor of the space program--

"You can rest assured, Major Powell, that it will be in

your best interests to listen carefully to anything I care

to repeat." He leaned back, folded his arms and, for some

reason, again rested his gaze on Bradford.

Curtis glanced around the table and smiled brightly.

"Well, gentlemen, that looks like about all we need at the

moment. Needless to say, I haven't the slightest idea how

I'll broach this to the President. Where the press is

concerned, we'll have to keep any mention of an installation

quiet for the time being. Any questions?"

"Just one," Wilkes said quietly, still studying

Bradford. "What the hell happened up there?"

Curtis frowned. "I'm afraid I don't--

"Cut the crap, Curtis! You can consider your answer

off the record and for the purpose of satisfying my personal

curiosity."

"General, we're treading an awfully thin line here

between fact and fantasy."
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"All right then, what's your fantasy?"

"Why not just tell us yours, General?" Bradford

suggested pleasantly.

Wilkes hadn't expected this, at least not from

Bradford. "Well, I--I--think it's obvious Jones and Murphy

encountered an--an alien installation of some kind, perhaps

a base for shooting down our future deep space efforts."

"Why do you say that?" Kearnes demanded. "Why must the

aliens be hostile? Why couldn't they have simply been...

curious?"

"And why does the damn installation necessarily have to

be alien?" Powell whined. "Why couldn't the Russians--"

"Because they haven't the funds or the technology,"

Wilkes snapped with finality. "Which brings up another

point, Curtis--just how good is security around here? We

sure as hell don't want the Russians finding out about any

of this."

"Why not?" Powell half-sneered. "Faced with hostile

aliens I should think we'd want all the help we could get."

"Gentlemen, please," Curtis said, "it's precisely for

security reasons that it's dangerous to speculate at this

point."

"Dammit, Curtis," Wilkes cried, "it's ten times as

dangerous to sit on your thumbs! Why do I doubt you'll tell

the President the whole story?"
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The trap snapped shut. "Because I have no intention of

'telling the whole story,' only the facts. And the facts

are these: There was an incident of undetermined nature on

the Moon, which killed one astronaut and injured another.

Inquiries are proceeding into the incident's cause."

He smiled the smile of the victor standing over his

fallen foe. "It may interest you to know, General, that the

President has an imagination every bit as active as yours.

When he receives this information it's quite possible he'll

concoct a scenario even more fanciful than yours. I'll let

you know if he does."

"Like hell," Wilkes muttered.

4

The President had always hated spies. He'd often said

that to condone spying was to condone those things which

democracy was supposed to abhor.

But even if Robert Lopescu had not been director of the

Central Intelligence Agency, he still would have been

someone the most good-natured human being on Earth would

have disliked. This was not because he was the quintessence

of the spy--devious, ruthless, and unscrupulous--or because

he was unpleasant to look at, being wispy thin with arms

that seemed to coil like snakes. Rather, it was because he

didn't seem to have a kind word or a warm handshake to his

name, and it often appeared to the President that optimism
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was utterly beyond his comprehension.

Worse, Lopescu was a desperate man, a government

employee fighting for his job. The President had not kept a

secret his wish that the CIA and every other organization of

its ilk across the world would go the way of strategic

nuclear weapons. In fact, he had suggested, though to no

avail, that such a clause be appended to the Treaty.

Lopescu, for his part, had tirelessly protested that a few

excesses in the past didn't mean his agency was inherently

corrupt or, perish the thought, out of place in a largely

peaceful world.

All of which made the bleakness of his current report

somewhat suspect. According to him, the Israelis were braced

for an attack--not by the UN force on Cyprus, but by other

Soviet forces acting independently.

"Tell me, Lopescu, were you born hating the Russians?"

the President sighed. He arose from the desk and moved to

the small refrigerator in the corner where he kept his milk.

The dairy lobby loved him for it; if he lost in November he

was assured of a lifetime job doing commercials.

"They killed my grandparents in Hungary in 1956,,"

Lopescu answered matter-of-factly. "I have every reason to

at least distrust them."

Maybe I should hate them, too, the President thought.

If notfor them you might never have come to America.



50

"President Krimilov has assured me," he said, "that

unilateral action is the farthest thing from his mind."

"He's still not all that firmly in control, Mr.

President, and the longer he waits to act, the weaker his

control will be."

"Well, if he does change his mind, we'll just have to

get him to change it again."

"Mr. President, we may not be able to. If the Israelis

don't stand down soon--within twenty-four hours at most--the

Soviets may attempt a preemptive nuclear strike."

"And how are they going to do that? UN inspection

teams have verified that all their launch controls have been

burned or fused, and all missile-bearing submarines have

been scuttled."

"There are other ways of delivering a nuclear warhead,

sir."

"Yeah?" the President snapped, and straightened so

abruptly pain shot up his back. Suddenly he had no patience

left for Robert Lopescu. "Suppose they do 'deliver' it.

What happens then? Do they 'deliver' one against us as

well? Do they begin incinerating the world because they're

afraid of a few million overmatched Jews? Don't insult my

intelligence! Or the Russians', for that matter." He bent

over again; the milk bottle was very cool against his hot

hands.
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"Then why do all indicators say something significant

is about to happen?"

Because the Russians have probably always enjoyed

making fools out of organizations like yours, the President

sneered silently. "That's what I'm paying you to tell me.

Maybe your Russia-watchers are so conditioned, so... locked

into their hostility they can't read these 'indicators' any

other way. But there is another way to read them, Mr.

Lopescu. You can count on that."

He felt his anger dying but did his best to fan the

flames: it'd been a long time since he'd really let loose

into someone. That the someone had probably been Lopescu

didn't matter at all. "Look, tell your empiricists to use

their imaginations for a change. I couldn't care less how

much warning the Israelis will have of a Soviet attack, or

how big a blast is necessary to take out the Israeli launch

site, or any of your other damn facts and figures. A

nuclear bomb has a way of making any sort of data

superfluous, wouldn't you agree? I want to know what's going

through the Russians' heads, and I want to know by tonight."

Lopescu looked unconvinced, even defiant. The

President was tempted to smash the milk bottle over his smug

head. But since Presidents didn't do such things--at least,

not with milk bottles--he simply raised the bottle to his

lips and blotted the man out of his field of vision.
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"If an answer exists, we'll find it, Mr. President."

"You're damn right it exists, and you're damn right

you'll find it! And don't you dare believe you can

patronize me, my friend! Now get out of here!"

Following Lopescu's maddeningly unhurried exit the

President sat at his desk and stared for a long time into

the middle distance, his mind not working, or perhaps

overworking, as, quite independent of any conscious

monitoring, it automatically measured and examined countless

scenarios which might result from an abrupt end to the

Israeli threat or, for that matter, the Israeli nation. To

be able to do so with such cold precision was a skill he had

admired in other men earlier in life but which now, in

himself, he was beginning to detest.

Also quite independently, his hand wandered over to the

intercom switch. "Mrs. Walter, call Dad and tell him I'm

coming out there."

"Of course, Mr. President." Dear Mrs. Walter. No

arguments, no protests, no facts or figures. Just obedience

and devotion. It was enough to make one believe that yes,

God did create woman, at least.

* * *

At the "Maryland White House," as the press with no

imagination whatsoever had dubbed the rambling estate near

Rockville, the sunshine always seemed warmer, the grass
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always softer, the flowers always in bloom and prettier. It

was certainly quieter. The President had spent one night at

Camp David, then decided the tradtional Presidential retreat

was no retreat at all but merely the White House and its

attendant chaos cleverly disguised. Here, however, could be

found peace even in the most frantic times: like a demon

fearful of a cathedral, trouble seemed afraid to approach

this hallowed place.

The sun was especially warm under the backyard gazebo.

The President nursed another glass of milk, chocolate this

time, and listened with secret delight to his father's

cursing as the old man wiped the mud from the old putter he

used as a cane. The small, wiry, entirely fiesty eighty-

five-year-old howled the same old protests that he needed no

help mounting the stairs, and slid into the ancient chaise

lounge. The President sat next to him on a hard bench built

into the gazebo's warped old frame.

The old man had always intended for him to be

President, probably because he'd disobeyed his own parents'

wishes and had gone to West Point. He'd still become

something of a statesman, first as a principal aide to

General Marshall and then as a globe-trotting factfinder for

Defense. Following his retirement he'd seemed destined for a

Cabinet position; unfortunately, as he was fond of saying,

the Democrats were on a losing streak at the time. He'd
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seemed relieved by this, however; a favorite refrain was

that while he understood politics he'd never understand

politicians.

The President had reinforced this view--in the

watershed of liberalism that was the 1960s he'd seized the

opportunity to oppose everything the old man stood for,

embarrassing him a number of times if not actually

jeopardizing his career. Later, with liberalism suffering

from moral bankruptcy among other malaises, the young

candidate had frequently jeopardized his own. But he had

never seemed to jeopardize his father's intense pride in

him; and while his resounding victory over the usual

nondescript Republican had amazed everyone, his father had

no doubt regarded it as inevitable.

"You'd better enjoy spring while you can," his father

grunted, rubbing his gnarled legs with a grip that, in the

adoring estimation of his son, could easily turn a lump of

coal into a diamond. "Arthritis is especially hard on great

men."

Best of all, the old man had a knack of saying just

what he needed to hear.

"Fine day, though, eh? About time, too. Wish we hadn't

had so much damn snow. Whatever happened to this global

warming bullcrap we've heard so much about? To hear the

scientists talk this whole damn country should be a desert
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by now, and here it hasn't stopped precipitatin' since the

beginning of the decade." He paused, glared at the

President. "Well? You're supposed to keep up with all that

stuff! What happened?"

The President grinned. "Maybe the space program will

answer that question for us."

His father threw back his head and laughed, an easy,

harsh, gentle, coarse, young, wise laugh which he had always

been able to summon at any time, in any circumstances. It

was an utterly contagious display of naked energy and

enthusiasm for life which would have put Teddy R. to shame

and which would probably resound in the ears of Death long

after the President had gone to Wherever Presidents Go.

"By God, Son," he cried, slapping the chair arm, "you

keep answering questions like that and you'll be in the

White House forever.1"

He craned his neck around the yard. "Lot of snow,

though. Still awful muddy out here. Mason'll sulk for days

when he sees how we've torn up the lawn but hell, he's gotta

earn his keep somehow. And while we're on that subject,

how's that Arthur Humdingher of yours doing? Quite a change

from old Pup Arnold."

This was one part of their ritual the President was

getting tired of. "A change for the better, as far as I'm

concerned. Art's a born deal-maker, and at times he's almost
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telepathic. Best of all, he doesn't crawl off to a corner

and sulk when I disagree with him--or publically ridicule

me, like 'old Pup' did."

"In other words, he's a better politician than you."

The old man laughed again and, as always, the President

found himself smiling in spite of himself. "Dad, when

Arthur starts to get to me I'll throw you the biggest party

your doctors will allow. But today he's not the problem.

It's that pompous Robert Lopescu again."

"Well, he has no right to be pompous--that's reserved

for great men, too--but I'd be good to him if I were you. A

spy's a spy. If he can't spy for you he'll spy for someone

else, and if he's any good you'd better hope he's spying for

you."

"That's just it. I don't think he is any good. He

hasn't found the key to this Soviet-Israeli puzzle yet,

anyway."

"Finding the key is your job, Son. His job is to bring

you the pieces."

He leaned back, whacked the putter a couple of times on

the gazebo's rickety bannister, and bellowed, "Angie-e-e-e!"

Instantly a huge black woman lumbered out the back door of

the house with a tray in her hands and began slogging

towards them.

The President hardly noticed. "Yeah, but Dad, how do I
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know he's bringing me the right pieces? I mean, he's

telling me there are 'indications' the Russians are about to

nuke the compound."

"And you don't think they are?"

"C'mon, Dad, what do you think?"

"I think frightened people will do just about anything

when there's a gun pointed at their heads."

Angie arrived. "Major, you gon' catch cold!" she

scolded.

"Worth it if you take off a few pounds coming out

here," he retorted immediately. He slammed the empty

glasses on the tray and declared, "I'll dance on your grave

just like on everyone else's!"

"Oh no, Major, you ain't gon' do that. All us colored

ladies outlive you white folks even if we as big as a

elephant!" And she began the journey back.

"Son," he resumed when she was out of earshot, "what

you're really worried about is the possibility that this

Treaty of yours--"

"Dammit, Dad, it's not my Treaty! Just because you

agree with Arnold--"

"I most emphatically do not agree with Arnold! The

Treaty's a good and noble thing, as far as it goes. But

it's beginning to look like it's going to cause the very

conflict it was intended to prevent. It's beginning to look
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like you may not have brought the world the right pieces to

a puzzle it's been trying to solve for decades. But if you

have brought the right pieces, is it your fault if the

world doesn't think so? of course not. Let the people of

the world make up their own minds. The Bible says God gave

man that choice, from the first day he walked in the garden.

He's given you a choice as well: you can be content with

playing your role, or you can take the whole world on your

shoulders. And, know something? Your back can't stand the

strain."

He bent forward, spat into his hands, rubbed them dry.

"Now I need your advice. Mason says we need new caulking

around the bay windows. I told him he was just looking for

job security, but then it's been too damn cold to go outside

till today. What say we have a look?"

The old man heaved himself out of his chair, hobbled

down the stairs, and set out across the lawn. The son sat

and watched a moment, thinking about what he'd said. Then

he ran after him. He caught him easily, then stayed right

beside him, not passing him, not hurrying him in any way.

5

Gabriella stood there, slowly moving her fingers up and

down the thick glass which separated her from her husband.

The moisture on the other side obscured any view of him,

which, Bradford thought from the doorway, was probably just



59

as well.

"Is he gonna be all right?" seven-year-old Billy asked

for no doubt the thousandth time. Gabriella nodded almost

imperceptibly in acknowledgement, and did very little more

when Bradford announced himself. "Hi, Unca Dick!" Billy

cried, and loped--he never walked--forward, arms

outstretched. Bradford gave him a hug and heard not a word

of his chatter: every sense was focussed on Gabriella Fiore,

the most beautiful woman Bradford had ever seen.

He'd always regarded her as unattainable, or, perhaps

more accurately, as a dream made flesh and therefore

untouchable. Her brown hair fell shining like chocolate

syrup to her shoulders. Her face offered flawless skin, full

lips, high cheekbones, and deep black eyes able to vividly

express, or completely hide, a variety of emotions. Her

hands were small; they seemed delicate and lent her an air

of vulnerability. On the other hand, her full breasts, lush

bottom, and long, tapered legs were voluptuous to the point

of defiance. The tight knit top and short skirt she now

wore, Bradford decided, had probably been an unconscious,

spur-of-the-moment choice.

Still, as she stood nearby, she seemed to strike a

pose. This was probably unconscious, too: for twenty years

she'd posed in fashion magazines and television commercials.

In fact, she was an international celebrity, and her
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marriage to Jones last summer had turned the world on its

ear. Why Jones? the trendier publications had wailed. Why

not one of the gorgeous young hunks who were being inducted

into the space program in droves every day? Why someone

with a young son poised to enter the most difficult phases

of childhood? Why someone who looked like, acted like, and

in a previous life had very probably been, a monk?

only she--and Jones, of course--knew the answer. She'd

begun hanging around the periphery of the space program some

two years ago; Bradford had first met her at the big kickoff

bash the President had thrown in Washington. Supposedly

she'd come with someone from State or Defense; whomever it

was she didn't leave with him but rather with Bradford,

Jones, and Del Harris, since retired from the program, lucky

him. She soon became a regular attendee of liftoffs and,

later, of splashdowns; for a nominal fee she did a score of

TV spots promoting the program. And, perhaps inevitably, she

helped design and market a new line of sportswear featuring

NASA insignia.

In any case the media wasted little time in suggesting

she had a romantic link to the program, and Bradford now

realized she had indeed been advertising her availability.

But she'd seemed to expect to be pursued and courted, and

Bradford, when he'd pursued women at all, was quite apt to

trip over his own feet. Besides, she'd appeared just as his
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own role as celebrity was taking off: women, unlike

Gabriella, of course, but attractive women nonetheless, were

pursuing him now, so why should he waste time and effort on

the chase? And even if he did chase her, would she deign to

let him catch her? Would she, the dream, risk becoming a

part of his reality?

But certainly Jones's reality had been more harsh than

Bradford's could ever have been. For one thing, Bradford

knew, he had Jones beat on looks. The media references to a

monk were not entirely inappropriate: Jones was a small man,

with a hard countenance and tough, prematurely white hair he

liked cut short. Also, he was quiet, preferring seclusion

and intimacy to the high-wattage lifestyle of a public

figure. Finally, and most important, he carried significant

emotional baggage: the recent death of his wife from cancer

and a sensitive child who kept wondering when his mother

would return.

There had, in fact, been rumors lately of Gabriella's

"disenchantment." True, her career had suffered reversals

since the wedding: two ventures into acting had failed

spectacularly, and an audit of the sportswear company had

uncovered embezzlement which threatened its survival. These

events brought even more pressure to bear on what had to be,

the media declared, an already awkward relationship.

Bradford, on the rebound from Jeri Johansson, had actually
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found himself hoping she would leave Jones; but then he'd

realized she'd probably be so sour on astronauts she

wouldn't give him a second thought. Shame had closed in

immediately thereafter: Jones was, after all, a decent man.

And he was a friend, of which Bradford had precious few.

Still, as Bradford watched her now, he began to wonder, with

a prize like Gabriella at stake, if friendship and decency

would make a difference. Part of him fervently hoped so,

the same part of him that feared he had subsconsciously

tried to orchestrate Jones's death on the moon.

But no, that way lay madness. And Gabriella would

always be unattainable. It was something Fate, or Whoever

Else Was In Charge, had decided at the beginning of time.

Ignored by Bradford, Billy had returned to her and was

tugging on her sleeve. "Is my daddy ever gonna wake up,

Gabi?" he whimpered.

"Let's ask Uncle Dick, shall we?" Her sarcasm was like

an icicle in Bradford's heart.

"I'm sure he will, Billy," Bradford replied with proper

cheer. "We all have to wake up some time."

"But the doctor says he's not really asleep," Billy

protested.

"Well, maybe he doesn't want to wake up," Bradford

offered. "Maybe he's having a good dream."

"Yeah!" Billy cried happily. He often had very vivid
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dreams, which he shared with anyone who would listen. His

dreams were, in fact, the bright spot of his life since his

mother's death, and he slept as often as he could. Therapy

had so far been ineffectual, and once Jones had voiced a

fear that his son would one day refuse to wake up.

"Didja hear what Unca Dick said?" Billy sang to

Gabriella. He began jumping up and down in place.

"Yes I did, and it was very comforting." Abruptly she

turned on her heel and marched towards the door, taking care

not to look at Bradford.

It didn't take much to tell she wanted to talk to him

alone. "Be right back, Billy," he called. As if Bradford

had thrown a switch the boy instantly ceased jumping, waved,

and returned to the glass.

In the corridor she lit a cigarette, and he immediately

got the impression she'd done so more to annoy him than to

enjoy it--he hated smoking. In the best glamor-girl

tradition she played endlessly with her lighter, took

several deep drags, looked stonily anywhere but at him, and

spoke with the haughty composure of an heiress who hadn't

received her hoped-for share of the estate.

"Well, what's it do be? Surely the government isn't

going to keep him on life support indefinitely. We private

citizens have to, of course, but Uncle Sam can do whatever

he pleases."
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Her anger was like a living thing, her words like claws

lacerating him. He, of course, was defenseless. "No one's

going to pull the plug," he said lamely. "The doctors are

doing everything they can--"

"Where are they now? Why are you telling me this?

Since when are you competent in the field of medicine?" She

turned away.

He squelched the urge to protest her implication. "I

came to see you. I was concerned about you and the kid."

"You should have been more concerned up there."

"I won't argue that. You can't be too concerned,

that's certainly true."

She whirled, her beautiful face fire-engine red as she

opened her mouth to really tear into him--

"Hi, Aunt Gabi! Hi, Unca Dick!" Billy called, poking

his head out the door. Bradford waved to him; reassured, he

smiled and disappeared.

"Oh hell!" Gabriella wailed. She sobbed hugely and

hurled her cigarette to the floor. "Dammit, Dick, why? Why

should they try to keep him alive? If he does come out of

it he'll probably be a bigger wreck than that kid of his. I

just can't face that! I can't!"

"Gabi, I'll do everything--"

"Oh shut up! You pick the rottenest times to

apologize! Go back in there and play with the kid!"
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"When you would like me to apologize?" he shouted. "And

how should I do it--on my knees? Who knows, I'd probably

feel better."

"Then I don't want your apology," she sniffed. She

leaned against the wall and fumbled in her purse for another

cigarette. "Heaven knows the last thing you deserve is to

be able to feel better right now."

He had to counterattack. "You're not fooling anybody,

Gabriella. You don't love Grant. You never did."

"That's a goddam lie!" she snarled, lunging out at him.

"Who are you to say who or what I love? Why do you think

you know any more about me than the rest of the panting

jackasses out there? And why do you think you care?

Because you don't, Dick Bradford! You don't and you never

will!"

Her eyes were bright with hysteria; he decided he'd

better give in for now. "Sure, Gabi, " he mumbled, backing

away. He watched her light the cigarette, her lush hair

nearly falling into the lighter's bright flame. She puffed

once or twice; then, her crutch repaired, she tossed her

head and became the assured glamor girl again. Fully aware

of his gaze she marched back to her husband's room and

vanished inside. He thought about giving her a few minutes

and then trying again; then he saw the cigarette butt on the

floor. He picked it up, squeezed it into a fist, then jammed
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his hands into his pockets and stamped away.

6

Ben Curtis's Pentagon office had once belonged to the

Secretary of Defense and was easily three times the size of

any he'd previously occupied. But as he sat alone behind

the overlarge desk he wrestled with a sense of confinement

suffocating in its intensity. Earlier, in the conference

room, he'd been free--to share information, consider

options, quell fears and suspicions. Now all he could do was

wait.

Wait for the President to see him. He was in

conference--no doubt concerning the Middle East--and could

not be disturbed. Usually the President was such a pest

Curtis had to invent reasons to avoid meeting with him.

Usually there was no detail of a mission, no quirk, that

escaped White House attention. But now, with the President

trying to save the world again, the space program was forced

to await his pleasure, like a favorite toy awaited a child's

return from school.

Wait for Soviet reaction to the incident. It was clear

that, once their internal situation stabilized, the Soviets

intended to jump into space exploration with both feet.

While this was an event the President eagerly anticipated,

most of NASA regarded it as the beginning of a new era of

competition, not cooperation. Curtis, who avoided the
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subject whenever he could, had reluctantly agreed with

Wilkes's suggestion that the news portray the incident as

luridly as possible, the better to convince the Soviets to

stay safely at home a while longer.

Wait for Bradford to resign--again. And this time it

didn't look like he'd be able to talk him out of it. There

were simply no more rewards, tangible or intangible, that

seemed to appeal to Bradford, and Curtis knew better than to

try on the basis of their friendship. Maybe this time he

should let Bradford go and good riddance: these days it was

almost as hard to keep Bradford's head in the game as it was

to keep the President's out.

But dammit, the program was so good for Dick! It was

so full of energy and purpose, two qualities which, for as

long as Curtis had known him, Bradford had had only in short

supply. Bradford was one of those people who preferred to

sit and wonder why; he seemed entirely unconcerned with

extending his reach when an answer lay beyond it. But the

world no longer spared such people. They were jostled,

bruised, and ultimately drowned by the flood of modern life.

It was the movers and shakers, the doers like himself who

rode the very crest of the wave, Curtis knew, that plucked

the Bradfords out of the roiling water behind, and who hung

on to them even as they fought to break free.

Someone rapped on the door. "Come in," Curtis
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beckoned; Powell entered and sank wearily into a chair.

"Just got off the phone with Ed Reinhart," he reported.

"And?"

"Seemed satisfied with the official version. Like

everyone else up there, he has other things on his mind."

He grew grim. "You realize, don't you, that if this Israeli

crisis goes on much longer, and if that really was an alien

installation up there, we could be in real trouble?"

"Are you suggesting the President would shut down the

program to avoid a confrontation with aliens?"

"I would."

"Well, you're not the President."

"But think a minute, Ben! The man's a total peacenik.

Whenever there's even a whisper of war he runs off to

Maryland. Probably hides under his mother's bed or

something."

Curtis smiled humorlessly. "If he does, I envy him the

opportunity. Look, no one's going to shut us down. And

there are no aliens on the Moon. Go home. You've had a

long day. You're tired."

Powell gave him a hurt look, then stood. "What are you

going to do?" he asked awkwardly, at the door.

"Have dinner with Dick, I suppose. Try to calm him

down a little more."

"Good! We don't want him popping off--"
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"Tony, Dick Bradford is the least of our--I should say

your-worries right now. I'll handle him."

"Sure, Ben," Powell gulped, and hastily left.

Another reason to keep Dick around, Curtis reflected,

was that he was absolutely right about Tony Powell. "Shut

down the program" indeed.

7

In Bradford's hotel room the television carried

farcical attempts to downplay the possibility of a UN attack

on Israel. And Curtis was going to talk to the President

this afternoon, eh? Great timing.

...And if he'd really wanted to see Jones he'd have

gone when he was sure Gabriella wouldn't be there. Clearly,

he had gone to see her, to drink her in one last time

before her husband died and she stepped out of his life. Or

had it been something deeper? Had he actually hoped she'd

turn to him, and ask for something more than comfort? Had

he actually hoped he would be the next astronaut to be

pursued by the fabulous Gabriella Fiore?

Or had he hoped she would mete out the punishment and

humiliation he knew he deserved?

The phone rang many times before he heard it. "Hi,

Dick, it's me. It's about five thirty and you hadn't

called, and I wondered if you were all right." An expectant

pause. "Dick?"
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"Yeah, Ben, I'm here. I'm fine." He sat up and rubbed

his face with his hand. "I fell asleep. "

"Oh, sorry I woke you."

"Never mind. Did you see the President?"

"No. He was in conference all afternoon." Another

pause. "What'd Gabriella have to say?"

"Nothing good. I'm a little worried about what's going

to become of Billy."

"He'll be taken care of."

"You mean, he'll be institutionalized."

"He probably should have been when Beth died. And

would you rather Gabriella kept him?"

"No, I guess not."

"Well then." He paused a third time. " You, uh, don't

sound too eager about dinner."

"No, I'm not," Bradford said with unnecessary

harshness. "I'd like to get quietly drunk, though."

"Now Dick, I told you this morning no one's blaming

you.1"

"I'm blaming me! I was in command!"

Curtis ignored the outburst. "What's done is done.

And, guilty or innocent, you can't go on carrying this thing

around by yourself."

"I thought that's what we were supposed to do these

days. I thought that was the whole idea of this New World
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Spirit-- everybody makes like Atlas.$"

"The operative word is 'everybody.' We're all in this

together. Now you just settle down and let me take the

heat. It's what I'm here for."

"How much longer will that be?" Bradford groaned. "I

don't want you getting canned because of me, Ben. I can

live without the program, but it's your whole life."

"No one's going to get canned," Curtis replied

tonelessly after what seemed an age. "The President's a

very understanding man, and fully aware of the risks. Go

back to sleep, and I'll call you in the morning." He hung

up before Bradford could respond.

So now Curtis was angry with him too, eh? He supposed

he deserved it--Curtis had doubtless interpreted his concern

as just another excuse to feel sorry for himself. And it

probably had been: there was as much likelihood of Curtis's

getting the boot as there was, frankly, of Jones's

recovering.

He checked his watch. If he hurried he might be able

to catch Curtis before he left and apologize.

* * *

But when he reached the lobby Curtis was nowhere to be

seen.

Bradford walked into the old dining room and looked

around. It was so big, so open, and the ceiling so high, it
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reminded him of, well, outer space. That he didn't need.

Yet there was no hope of getting back to sleep now, and he

was suddenly very hungry.

So he rented a car and drove around looking for one of

those English pub-style steakhouses where you could sit in

your own little cubbyhole next to a roaring blaze and gnaw a

nice chunk of charcoaled meat and generally gluttonize your

worries away. After about twenty minutes he found such a

place, out on 1-95 near a mall. He charged up to the door,

stomach growling as the charcoal fumes wafted around the

walls and paraded up his flaring nostrils--

Easter Eve. The place was packed, and he had to wait

in the bar.

He'd never spent much time in bars. He couldn't

imagine why anyone would want to come to a noisy, crowded,

smoky place to "have a drink and relax." If you came with a

crowd it was different, he supposed, but then he'd never had

much use for crowds, either. As bars went, though, this one

really wasn't all that bad. The cigarette smoke was blowing

the other way (it usually zeroed in on him), and the music

over the house system was easily tuned out. He sipped a

beer and absently watched two very young girls in very

low-cut dresses snake through the crowd.

Suddenly the light was gone, and a deep voice bellowed,

"By God, it's Dick Bradford! This is the last place I'd've
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expected to find you!"

"Terry Riley!" Bradford cried. He nearly vaulted the

table and bear-hugged the huge Australian. With his flaming

red handlebar mustache and laughing green eyes, Riley

would've looked better in a bushhat, heavy shirt and chaps

than in an Australian Air Force colonel's uniform. "You're

just what the doctor ordered!" Bradford declared, shaking

Riley's hand exuberantly. "What are you drinking, besides

everything?"

"Everything else," Riley announced, flopping into the

chair opposite. "What you're having looks good. I haven't

caught you in the middle of one of those legendary Bradford

Binges, have I? Your old record of half a sixpack still

stand?"

Bradford signalled the waitress. "I've given serious

thought to breaking it tonight."

"Have you now?" Riley leaned back and laughed softly.

Then he looked at his watch, and his smile changed to a

scowl. "Hope you can get a table before midnight. We've been

waiting over half an hour."

"What's this 'we' stuff? I'm not drunk yet." The

waitress caught his eye and nodded.

"Just a friend of a friend," Riley said off-handedly.

"She's in the powder room." He looked around, spotted the

two girls Bradford had seen earlier, then turned back with a
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shrug. "Far superior to the fare in here, I'll say that

much."

"So let's see," Bradford pursued, "it's been since

Jones's wedding, hasn't it? How are things down under?"

"Down. If there's one plane in our air force that'll

get off the ground they won't let me fly it." He raised his

eyebrows. "And how's the love life?"

"Cooled off for the present. I've been pretty busy

anyway."

The waitress brought the beer and Riley took a couple

gulps, eyeing him. "Between jogs, eh? Last I heard it was

a reporter for the Washington Post. What was her name--"

"Jeri Johansson.1"

"Give her the inside story, did you?"

Bradford grinned ruefully. "I'm afraid that's all she

was after. Just a groupie with a press card."

Riley played with his glass. "Are you...over her yet?"

"Terry, I'm never 'over' anybody." He sighed. "But I

think I'm finally beginning to learn my lesson. If you let

women chase you it's...draining somehow, moreso than when

you chase them."

"I can't think of a better way to be 'drained."'

"I suppose there are worse," Bradford grunted, thinking

of Jones. He drained his glass, slapped Riley's arm.

"Enough of that gloomy subject. What brings you to
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Washington?"

"Politics. Basically, it goes like this: Australia

will participate in these little peace treaty wars only as

long as the Americans are willing to pay for it." He threw

the remainder of his beer to the back of his throat and

slammed the glass to the table as if issuing a challenge.

"And you? You were never a regular in Washington yourself.

This is Curtis's town."

Bradford chose his words carefully. "Just got back

from the Moon. We're debriefing here."

"Why not Houston or The Cape?"

"Haven't you heard? We had a little accident. One of

my crew was killed, the other's in a coma. And since it's

the President's pet project, Ben wanted to be close to his

apron."

"A scandal, eh? What are we talking about

here--kickbacks, bribery, all that lovely stuff?"

Bradford avoided his friend's gaze. "Sorry, Terry, my

lips are sealed for the duration."

"That's all right," Riley said hastily. "I can see

you'd rather not discuss it anyway." He turned and motioned

to the waitress.

On the contrary, suddenly Bradford wanted to spill

everything. All sorts of emotions threatened to burst out

of him. For the first time in his life, and in this utterly
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unlikely place, he wanted to blurt his most private

feelings, commit treason against his friend's good nature

and bury him in his remorse--

"Come on, Riley," a rich voice ordered. "You'd better

find me a less-crowded loo or I'm going to make this a

decidedly happyy happy hour!"

The words did not fit the speaker at all, Bradford--and

probably every other man within earshot--noticed

immediately. She was an ashe-blonde with pale blue eyes,

mischievious eyebrows, and a wide mouth which curled up

playfully at each end. She wore a loose, black something

which was tight against her superb breasts and showed off

the rest of her body yet made her a standard of elegance

compared to the rawness of the other women in the room. Her

stride was determined, her hands large and active but not

nervous, her bearing natural and unselfconscious.

"This is the 'we' I mentioned earlier," Riley said, on

his feet. "Dick Bradford, I'd like to introduce Vicki

Willingham, famous Australian newsperson. "

She thrust out a hand. "Hello!" she exclaimed behind a

brilliant smile. Riley stepped aside and she sort of flowed

onto the hard chair.

"Where have you been hiding this one, Riley?" she

asked. Her eyes twinkled up at Bradford, who turned away

slightly as he sat.
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"In space, actually." Riley reached blindly behind

him, grabbed a chair, yanked it up to the table and sat.

"Colonel Bradford's an astronaut. He's been to the Moon,

right, Brad?"

"Right. You don't want to interview me, though. I

hated every moment of every trip. It's very cold and very

boring in space."

"Funny, I always thought it would be, too," she said,

her expression suddenly thoughtful. "I could never decide

what was so exciting about space."

"It's a mystery. Mysteries drive us crazy. They make

us feel small and impotent, like we've been denied something

which by rights should be ours." She might have thrown a

switch; his words were coming in a flood.

"And why shouldn't anything we want be ours?" she

asked.

"Because then we get too big. And having no mystery in

life makes it awfully dull. A lot of knowledge is the worst

enemy of your imagination, I think."

"See what you've done?" Riley whispered loudly to

Vicki. "You'll hear every home-sweet-home cliche' in the

book before he's finished."

Riley was right: Bradford never talked like this to a

stranger, much less an ebullient, gorgeous female stranger.

"Sorry, Vicki, I guess I'm a cliche'," he said haltingly. He
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looked up; her eyes grabbed his immediately.

"On the other hand," Riley laughed, "Brad's remarkably

pleasant company for a flyboy. Not spouting aeronautical

jargon all the time. Realizes there's a world outside the

cockpit."

The waitress finally made it, picked up Bradford's

glass, asked if he wanted another. "Sure he does!" Riley

proclaimed, reaching uncertainly for his wallet. "Vicki?"

Bradford asked.

"No! Not another drop!" she laughed, the words

dripping from her mouth. "I've got to make another stab at

the powder room." The two men stood as she excused herself.

Then, the words again bursting from him, Bradford

demanded, "Where have you been hiding her?"

"Oh, we knew each other in Sydney," Riley said airily.

"I look her up occasionally when I'm in town. "

"How nice for her," Bradford snorted. He leaned back

as the waitress set his beer on the table; after a hefty

gulp he leaned forward again. "Come on, I want the truth."

"That is the truth." A pained smile. "We were kids

together."

"Ah hah! But you were separated just as the fires of

adult passion were kindled, and you've pursued her across

the four corners of the globe ever since."

"Thank God she thinks space is boring," Riley grunted,
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and they both laughed.

Riley drank deeply of his beer, then said off-handedly,

"You're joining us, of course."

"Terry, don't," Bradford said uncomfortably. "I was

out of line just now. If she's with you she's with you, and

that's it. Three's a crowd."

"More cliches'. Look, don't be stupid. The reality is

nothing like the dream. And you can't sit here alone, for

God's sake. So there was an accident. There's no need to

punish yourself."

"Yes there is. I've already had a much better time

than I deserve."

"Oh bloody hell, you're joining us if I have to drag

you along by the short hairs. Now drink that beer before I

break that glass over your empty head."

"I doubt Vicki would approve of that."

"She'd grab the glass away from me and do it herself!"

As if on cue she reappeared. "Success!" she cried.

She again seemed to pour herself into her seat, then leaned

over to Bradford and whispered, "Well? Has Riley been

dissecting my psyche? Verbally undressing me? Has he

mentioned me at all?"

"Constantly," Bradford grinned. "He told me you'd beat

me senseless if I didn't join you for dinner."

"He was right about that," she said grimly. "I've been
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in the news business long enough to have learned the value

of the direct approach."

"Riley! Party of two!" the hostess announced sweetly

over the PA. Riley consulted his watch. "Forty-five

minutes,," he muttered, then reached across and tapped

Bradford's arm. "C'mon, Brad, bring it with you."

"Really, Terry, I can't," Bradford cried. "The

table'll be for two--"

"Hell, it's probably for six! Party probably gave up

and went somewhere else, like we almost did." At the door

he put his arm around Vicki and ushered her through; she

turned to make sure Bradford followed.

8

It was after midnight when the President got ready for

bed. Ritual required a glass of milk and an old issue of

Life magazine. Reinhart collected them and was relentless

in trying to get him hooked as well.

Life's 1962 was a fascinating year, though. There

seemed, in those pre-assassination, pre-Viet Nam days, a

sort of youthful exuberance about the country, like the

cocksure vitality of a teenage football hero flexing his

muscles for the girls. Americans were sure whatever they

did was right and in those days, by and large, it had been;

they were eager to show the rest of the world how happy and

prosperous they were, and wondered innocently why the rest
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of the world often didn't listen. Hadn't America proved the

best thing humanity could ask for was continued scientific

progress and unimpeded economic growth?

Yes, things had changed somewhat since then; the

teenager's dreams hadn't quite panned out. Viet Nam had

been a bad marriage, Watergate, Iran-Contra, and Reyes-Dumas

some very messy affairs; and the teenager, now become a man,

had learned that survival by any means was preferable to

starving in the ruins of his dreams. After years of

self-analysis America had decided to live from day to day,

rather than for some rosy future promised by the Founding

Fathers.

It was this new, wound-licking isolationism that made

the success of the New World Spirit so vital. For Americans

to be concerned only with themselves led, the President

knew, to the sort of fat, nihilistic complacency which more

than once had threatened to sink the country into a sort of

socio-economic quicksand. The Founding Fathers had meant

that rosy future for more than just Americans; they had seen

their new nation as nothing less than a revival of the

gospel of the human spirit, its proclaimed salvation being

liberty and justice for all.

And so it was the President's duty, just as it had been

every President's duty since Lincoln, to lead his flock to

the foot of the mountain and point the way to the top. It
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was a formidable task, which not many of his predecessors

had accepted, and at which none had succeeded. But he would

succeed because, since the Treaty, there was no longer

anything standing in his way.

Except the damn Israelis.

The phone rang. It was probably Reinhart, unable to

sleep as usual, wondering what he thought of the letters to

the editor. "Yes?" he grunted.

"Mr. President? Robert Lopescu. I'm afraid we may have

a serious problem."

* * *

"All right, Lopescu, we're all here," the President

barked as a sleepy Reinhart stumbled into the crowded

Situation Room. "What exactly is our 'problem?"'

"Approximately forty minutes ago," Lopescu began

crisply, "a battalion of commandos seized the Israeli ICBM

compound at Yotvata. "

Predictably, Joint Chiefs Chairman Bearden was the

first to react. His swarthy features twisted into a

delighted smile and he clapped his overlarge hands. "In

broad daylight?" he roared in admiration. "Who the hell are

they? I'd've guessed it would take at least a division!"

"As far as we can determine, they're a crack Soviet

desert assault unit. Their designation translates roughly

as 'Sandstorm.' But they're not that good. There was a mole
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inside the compound."

"How long before they achieve launch capability?"

someone asked.

"Not long enough. Disabling the Israeli failsafe

system, which is supposedly the most convoluted in the world

after our own, is the big problem, but they're sure to do

that in a very short time. Something like this used to take

two days or more, but thanks to the Treaty lots of people

have developed lots of shortcuts. But our more immediate

concern is the flight of long-range bombers the Israelis

just launched."

"They're carrying nuclear weapons, I suppose," the

President groaned.

"Just about the entire Israeli nuclear arsenal."

"And their heading?"

"Northeast. On a guess, I'd say Moscow."

"Hah!" Bearden scoffed. "They won't get five feet

inside Soviet airspace before they're blown out of the sky!"

"On the contrary, Doug," Air Force Chief of Staff Milt

Petersen rejoined, "it's the Russians who'll get blown out

of the sky. I don't think anyone can stop the Israelis when

they're on a blood hunt."

"Well," Lopescu said impatiently, "it's certain one

side won't completely destroy the other, and if just one

Israeli bomber gets through--"
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"It'll be a catastrophe," Humdingher asserted, spitting

out a fingernail. "It'll set international relations back

fifty years, to say nothing of utterly invalidating the

Treaty and every other arms agreement made since the end of

World War Two."

"We can only thank God most of the nations of the world

have disarmed," Reinhart muttered, shell-shocked.

A phone purred. Lopescu grabbed it, answered primly,

and hung up barely ten seconds afterwards. "Mr. President,

orbital surveillance data indicates that the silo doors at

Yotvata have been opened."

"They've disabled the failsafe system," Bearden

explained to no one in particular.

"We know what it means, General," Lopescu observed.

"But thanks for telling us anyway," the President

snapped, glaring at Lopescu. After a moment he began

stalking around the room, hands in his trouser pockets. "I

wonder why President Krimilov hasn't called me," he

muttered.

"The operation may not have official sanction,"

Reinhart ventured. "One of the opposition elements may

have launched it, in which case we may be in worse trouble

than we think."

"Tell us something we don't know, Ed," Humdingher

sighed.
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"There's another possibility," Bearden said quietly a

moment later.

"Which is?" Humdingher and Lopescu demanded in chorus.

"The Russians may not be involved at all. The Israelis

could have staged the whole thing, made it look like a

Russian aggression, just so they'd have an excuse to launch

an attack."

Lopescu laughed. "That is the most absurd statement

you've ever made, Bearden, and you've made your share. The

attackers were definitely Soviet, definitely--"

"Just remember, Lopescu, that your source is Israeli.

Besides, I know a little about this Sandstorm unit. They're

Arabs, Syrians mostly, brought to the Soviet Union at an

early age, and educated and trained there."

"So?"

"So they're Arabs. The Israelis could easily have

hired some, maybe even a legitimate terrorist unit. An

Israeli agent could have posed as--well, as anyone, given

the Arabs money and arms and the blessings of Allah, even

given them the plans to the compound."

Lopescu's phone sounded again; again the call lasted

only seconds. He actually grinned as he reported, "I'm

afraid it just gets worse, Mr. President. Prime Minister

Ben-Rabban just got a call from the Russian in

command"--this with a sneer at Bearden--"at Yotvata. He
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told him to order the Israeli planes to turn around, or

Tel-Aviv would be destroyed."

"Is that possible from so short a distance?" Humdingher

asked.

"Flat trajectory firing," Chief of Naval Operations

Barry Haynes replied dully. "It's a standard missile drill.

Cuts the effectiveness of early warning systems to almost

nothing."

"My God," Reinhart whispered after a long silence. "So

it's come at last. Armaggeddon."

"Yes, Ed, it certainly looks like it has," the

President sighed from the back of the room. He strode

slowly forward, pivoted, and leaned against the big

electronic map screen, arms folded. "Much as I hate to ask

this--what are our military options, General Bearden?"

Suddenly Haynes came alive. "The Sixth Fleet, Mr.

President! It's just off Crete. We can whistle up an

airstrike--"

"It'd take too much time," Bearden interrupted

crustily. "The missiles'll impact less than twenty minutes

after firing. No, taking the compound back from the

Russians is the only way."

"I'm sure the Israelis have considered that very

option," Lopescu said, "and discarded it."

"Sure, because the Russkis expect them to try it. But
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if we did it--sent in an entire paratroop brigade--the

Russkis might be confused just long enough, hold their fire

just long enough, for us to"--he clapped his hands

again--"snatch it back!"

He stood, opened a valise, and unfolded a huge battle

map of Israel and the Suez. "It just so happens we have a

paratroop brigade--part of the 82nd Airborne, in fact--in a

state of combat readiness right here at Port Said." He

thumped the northern terminus of the canal with a finger.

"They can mount up and be in the air in less than ten

minutes. Add twenty minutes' flight time, fifteen to twenty

to seize the objective and mop up. That still gives

us--what, Petersen?--ten minutes before the Israelis violate

Soviet airspace?" Petersen nodded solemnly, and Bearden

grinned like a kid thanking his father for his first car.

After a moment, however, his grin faltered somewhat.

"That's assuming they get the go code right away, Mr.

President."

"Why do I think you've had this planned for some time,

General?" the President asked softly.

"Actually we've had Case Cinco de Mayo available as a

contingency ever since we became aware of Israeli ICBM

capability," Bearden said proudly.

"That's not what I mean, and you know it. You planned

to preempt the UN forces, didn't you? You intended to
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disregard the legal authority of the United Nations as

promulgated under the Treaty, and violate the sovereignty of

another nation."

Bearden stood his ground. "There are numerous

precedents, sir: Lebanon in '58, the Dominican Republic in

'64, Grenada, Panama--"

"Those actions were authorized by the White House. I

gave no one authority to act in this case."

"Then I think you should have, Mr. President, if for no

other reason than to prevent the Russians--"

"If the United Nations ordered Soviet troops to land on

our shores, General Bearden, there's nothing on Earth we

could do about it. Is that clear?"

"What's clear to me, sir, " Bearden replied gamely, "is

that you don't have the interests of the United States

foremost in your mind."

The President wore an icy grin. "You're absolutely

right. I don't have US interests foremost in my mind. That

place is reserved for world interests. Now put your toys

away, General, and sit down."

He addressed the room. "Any other ideas from the

military? General Petersen?"

The silver-haired, distinguished old flyer shook his

head sadly. "Sorry, Mr. President. If we still had our

bases in Greece and Turkey we could help the Soviets shoot
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the Israelis down, no trouble at all. But now the Sixth

Fleet has the nearest planes we've got, and they haven't

enough fuel to chase the Israelis all the way to the Russian

border."

"If we can be sure that's where they're going,"

Reinhart interjected. "How do we know they aren't trying to

fool the Russians? How do we know they're not headed back

to hit the compound even now?"

Humdingher answered, with no little condescension, "Ed,

the whole reason for this crisis is the Israelis' refusal to

give up their missiles."

"I know that! But with Tel-Aviv threatened they've

certainly learned their lesson!"

"I wouldn't go to the bank on it. Have you ever heard

of Masada?"

"I have," Bearden grunted. "Mr. President, for the

sake of the Israeli nation I'm begging you to give me

permission to activate Cinco de Mayo. There's not much time

left."

"Sorry, General, it won't work. Nor will your plan, I

think. I'm not throwing American lives away for the sake of

your place in the history books. How's that for having our

interests in the right place?" He moved off, stood in the

deep shadow of a far corner.

"General Bearden, I'm curious," Lopescu asked
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presently, "just how you thought we'd succeed in taking the

installation when the Russians had to have a mole inside."

"This is the 82nd Airborne, Lopescu," Bearden retorted.

"They never fail."

"Oh please, you expect us to believe even the 82nd

could outfight a squad of desert warfare specialists?"

"You believe what you like. The CIA often does."

"Well, in that case, I believe you had a mole inside

the compound as well. But it's pushing things a bit to

believe that each side had its own mole, wouldn't you agree?

And it's pushing things even further to believe that mole

was a Soviet mole. After all, we know how much the Israelis

hate the Soviets, and how much--at least up until

now--they've admired us. Which is another way of saying

it's damn hard for the Soviets to recruit an Israeli mole,

whereas it wouldn't take much sweat for even someone like US

Army intelligence to do so."

"What are you saying, Lopescu?" Reinhart croaked.

"Oh, I don't know if I'm saying anything. I'm just--

speculating, you know, killing time, until either Moscow or

Tel-Aviv or maybe both cease to exist." He leaned towards

Bearden and hissed, "And if they do, Doug, I hope you can

live with the knowledge that you're to blame."

"You're insane," Bearden rasped.

"I don't think so. If the President is right and you'd



91

been planning to seize the site for some time, I'd be

willing to bet the Soviets knew all about it."

"Impossible!" Bearden bellowed, rocketing to his feet.

"Security was so tight a drop of rain couldn't've gotten

through!"

"Maybe not a drop of rain. But I've dealt with the

Russians for nearly thirty years and I'm constantly

surprised by what the KGB can penetrate. Now if the KGB

knew about your little task force they almost certainly knew

about the mole as well. In any case they had to know that

an assault by virtually any size force would be tantamount

to suicide without someone inside to disable the site's

defense systems.

"Now let's consider what kind of position this mole of

ours is in. First, he knows the attack is coming, but he

doesn't know when, because the Americans don't know

themselves--Americans may be trigger-happy, but they're also

civilized enough to wait until even the most desperate

diplomatic efforts have failed. Second, since he's got to

be inside the compound when the attack comes, there's no way

the attackers can signal him it's imminent. He's just got

to keep his eyes peeled and hope he can spot them. Third,

when he does spot them, he won't have time to check their

shoulder stripes. He's got to do what he's supposed to do

and hope they're Americans rather than--oh, for the sake of
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argument, let's say they're Russians."

"But they were Russians," Reinhart whispered.

"Right," the President said, coming out of shadow.

"Russians who couldn't be sure what American aims were.

After all, we were big supporters of the Treaty. Hell, I

proposed the Treaty. So what would the US Army want with

Israeli missiles? Maybe we'd made a deal with one of the

groups opposing President Krimilov. Or maybe I was a madman

who wanted to nuke Moscow for the hell of it."

"But surely that's the reason the Russkis took the

site!" Bearden pleaded. He looked around the room for

support, but seemed to find none; his gaze lingered an extra

moment on Petersen, whose normally bright blue eyes were now

dull with pity and disgust. "Surely," Bearden stammered on,

"the Russkis intended to nuke Tel-Aviv all along.

Or--destroy the Sixth Fleet!"

"For what purpose?" the President asked, like a father

tired of his children's antics. "Because we're Americans

and they're Russians, which means we're automatically

supposed to hate each other and try to destroy each other

whenever we get the chance? Maybe in your world, General

Bearden, but not in mine."

The phone by Bearden's chair whirred softly. Bearden

picked up the receiver, looked at it for a long, mournful

moment, then hung his head and handed it to the President.
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"This is the President. General Bearden has--just

resigned. Who's this?...Yes, General Wilkes, I see. Thank

you very much." He replaced the phone in its cradle, looked

up at the gathering. "The Israeli planes are fifteen

minutes from Soviet airspace. They are not turning back."

Reinhart looked sadder than Bearden as he sighed,

"Looks like an eye for an eye, Boss."

"Sure does, and I for one am fresh out of--" He turned

suddenly. "General Petersen, what did you say earlier about

a blood hunt?"

"I said I didn't think anyone could stand in the

Israelis' way when they were on one, Mr. President."

"That's what I thought you said. But what would happen

if they were offered a different prey?"

"Such as what?" Lopescu asked sharply.

"Such as the Sixth Fleet, Mr. Lopescu. Sorry, Admiral

Haynes," he added tartly, and picked up Bearden's phone.

Haynes was on his feet immediately. "Mr. President,

you can't do this! It's the Army's fault we're in this

mess!"

"It's everyone's fault!" the President roared, and

slammed the phone down. "It's the fault of every American

who decided he could countenance nuclear weapons in the

world, live with the threat of war oozing out of every crack

in our geopolitical structure, fueling our economy and
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supporting our bloated standard of living! Well, it's about

time we paid the price for our indifference!"

He stood, trembling with rage, for long seconds; then,

slowly, he regained control and picked up the phone again.

"I'm calling Ben-Rabban. Art, get on the horn to Krimilov.

We're going to have a little teleconference. That way, if

the Israelis refuse my offer, the Russians will have a

chance to snap it up." Humdingher seemed to hesitate, then

obeyed.

"Really, Mr. President," Bearden blustered, "do you

really think the Russkis'll trade Moscow for the Sixth

Fleet?"

"No, General, I don't, but I don't think it'll come to

that."

Reinhart approached, asked softly, "But what if it

does, Boss? The people are in favor of the Treaty, but I

don't think they're ready to accept eight thousand American

deaths for the Treaty's sake."

"Well, if they'd rather see seven million Muscovites

dead I feel sorry for them. Maybe I should just quit right

now, eh? Just resign and to hell with it. Maybe I've

misjudged the American people."

"I think it's plain you've misjudged practically

everyone involved in this crisis!" Bearden hollered.

"Why thanks, Doug," the President snapped, "you've just
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given me a good reason to go on--to prove you wrong." To

Reinhart, warmly: "Leave me alone, Ed. Let me do what I have

to do." He gripped Reinhart's shoulder. "You're always

telling me to have faith, Ed. Now you have a little."

He lifted his head, addressed the congregation. "Well,

boys, as Harry Truman said, if you pray, pray for me now."

9

"This is a CBS Special Report," an announcer doomvoiced

next morning. "Here is CBS White House correspondent Ted

Rowle. "

"Good morning," Rowle said from the buzzing East Room

in a breaking voice. "The Israeli missile crisis may be

over. Sources in the French embassy have confirmed reports

that Israel, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Kuwait, Saudi

Arabia, and the Soviet Union have accepted France's proposal

to host special negotiations at Versailles.

"The status of the Israeli ICBMs remains unknown at

this time. There are strong indications that the Israeli

compound was attacked, by forces as yet unidentified, just

before midnight Eastern Daylight time last night. Again,

these are only indications, and--"

A shuffle behind Rowle, applause--and the President was

there, wearing a grey pinstriped suit and an ear-to-ear

grin. Rowle was forgotten as the camera zoomed in; the

President held up his hands and silence fell like an anvil.
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"Ladies and gentlemen," he began, "it's been an

extraordinary night. Things were pretty tense for a while.

But--thanks largely to the efforts of my staff--we were able

to avert a catastrophe. The Israeli missiles--in fact, all

Israeli nuclear weapons--are now in the hands of UN forces

and will be destroyed in accordance with Treaty provisions."

He paused to clear his throat; the sound was a roar in

the silence. "As you probably already know, the Israelis,

six Arab states, and the Soviet Union are going to

Versailles. They've...invited me to come along. I have

promised both sides that I will do whatever it takes, for as

long as it takes, to bring an end--and I mean a permanent

end--to tensions in the Middle East and, hopefully, to any

more threats, nuclear or otherwise, made by one nation to

another." He glanced at his watch. "I'd better cut this

short. I've got a lot to do before I catch that plane to

Paris. I only want to add that I'm grateful to you, the

people of the world, for placing your faith in me. As long

as I live, I remain your servant." He waved and almost

bounded from the room; the thunderous applause seemed to

last forever.

Finally the camera returned to Rowle. "I think it's

safe to say," he closed breathlessly, "that this man is the

man we have waited for for so many years to occupy the

world's highest office. I'm Ted Rowle, CBS News, and have a
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very, very happy Easter."



II.

EASTER

For Bradford, Easter began at six with a call from

Curtis. "I wanted to invite you to Easter dinner with Betty

and me and the kids. It'll do you a lot of good to get away

from here. We can be on a plane by eight, in Houston by

eleven, have a nice cookout, maybe drive down to the Gulf,

perhaps even spend the night. What do you say?"

Bradford could think of a dozen places he'd rather

spend Easter than Houston, chief among them anywhere he

could go with Vicki Willingham. But, after last night, he'd

decided she was unattainable, too. She had to be for him to

have forgotten Gabriella so completely.

And he'd yet to apologize to Curtis for his behavior

last night. Bradford owed it to him for supporting and

defending him at the meeting and, for that matter, many

other things besides. Curtis had always been there to

listen, to comfort, to do whatever Bradford needed him to

do. It was obvious Curtis was comforted, in turn, by the

opportunity to do so.

"Sure, Ben, sounds great. Meet you for breakfast in an

hour." He was ashamed, though, to find himself thinking

about Vicki within seconds of hanging up the phone.

* * *

After five years with the Australian Broadcasting

98
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Corporation Vicki was trying to catch on with a US network.

"I'm hot for the President," she explained around a

mouthful of prime rib, "and I intend to get as close to him

as propriety and a minicam allow."

She took a huge gulp of wine and choked; Riley clapped

her hard on the back. "I don't think she's serious," he

apologized.

"Oh I think she's deadly serious," Bradford laughed,

and she rewarded him with a wide grin.

"Actually," she croaked, "in keeping with the New World

Spirit, my motives are completely altruistic. Your networks

pay almost twice as much as ours. I plan to make donations

to a variety of worthy causes, the top three being me,

myself, and I."

Thinking he'd like to make a small donation himself,

though of a different kind, Bradford remarked, "Well, at

least you know what you want out of life."

"I take it you disapprove," she said darkly. "But

then, I suppose I shouldn't be surprised. You're an

astronaut. You're in the very vanguard of the New World

Spirit."

"Not me," he protested, raising his hands. "If you

want rhetoric about mankind's manifest destiny, I'm not the

one to talk to."

"Well well well, what have we here?" Her smile
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reminded him of the Cheshire cat's in Alice In Wonderland.

"Tell me more," she purred.

"Nothing to tell. I just think movements like the New

World Spirit ultimately do more harm than good."

Vicki's mouth was full again; the way she ate, Bradford

thought, it was a miracle she didn't weigh three hundred

pounds. "You mean to say," she gulped, "you don't assume

that everyone in the world would like to be an American, and

that every American would like to walk on the Moon? Why,

you're an absolute heretic."

"Brad's been called worse things than that," Riley

joked.

"Yeah," Bradford said seriously. "Try 'defeatist.'

Try 'coward."'

"Actually I think you're very brave," Vicki said. Two

swoops of her fork and her rice pilaf disappeared. "Your

ostracism shouldn't last very long, though. Luckily,

movements like the New World Spirit ultimately seem as

disposable as anything else in your culture. A new one will

come along shortly, and it's sure to be glitzier and closer

to home."

Bradford grinned. "Where'd all that come from--a

feature on American shallowness?"

"Right. I prefer depth." Her smoky smile caught him

unawares, and he found himself staring. He turned away,



101

groped for his wine glass, gulped guiltily.

She refilled it. "So, Colonel Bradford, how does a man

who opposes the New World Spirit even become an astronaut?"

"Bad luck, I guess," he shrugged. "If there were some

other way I could do my bit for humanity, you can be sure

I'd be doing that instead. You can also be sure I'd do it

with as little fanfare as possible."

Her Cheshire cat smile returned. "So you'd like to be

a real hero, not a government- or media-manufactured one?"

"I don't think I want to be any kind of hero. I'm not

sure I even know what a hero is."

"Aw, heroes are nothing but whores," Riley pronounced,

slamming a hand to the tabletop. "They're always in demand,

they wear costumes, and if you give them money you can feel

good for a while."

"Riley knows everything there is to know about whores,"

Vicki explained. Bradford thought he detected an edge in

her jocular tone.

"Goddam right!" Riley shouted. He drained his wine

glass in three noisy gulps, then began a long story about a

girl and her pimp he'd run afoul of in Melbourne. Bradford

had heard it before, but even if he hadn't he doubted he'd

have listened: when Vicki wasn't talking he wasn't having

fun. As Riley droned on Bradford guessed Riley felt left out

and probably a bit jealous. Abruptly he decided it would be
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best to end the encounter.

"Gotta go," he announced cheerily, pushing his plate

away and rising. "Big day tomorrow."

"Nonsense," Riley snorted, "it's Easter. Surely they

don't expect--"

"Surely they do," Bradford asserted, in case Riley

blurted anything he shouldn't. "An astronaut's work is never

done. Only time I get a vacation is when I'm up in the

spacecraft." He beckoned to the waitress. "Uncle Sam's

buying, of course,."

The waitress arrived and Bradford handed her his card,

then headed for the restroom. The many masculine odors only

served to emphasize Vicki's femininity, and he found his

thoughts and senses fairly swimming in her. When he emerged

he nearly collided with her.

"Well!" she grinned. "I see astronauts have to answer

nature's call like the rest of us mortals. You're more

interesting by the minute, Colonel, and I don't mean that in

a professional sense."

"How do you mean it?"

"I suppose you've gotten lots of, shall we say,

'offers' from women?"

"It goes with the territory. If they can't take the

President to bed an astronaut's the next best thing."

"Not necessarily. Women have always liked to brag that
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they've made it with a hero. That's unfortunate for

everyone-- especially someone like you, who really doesn't

want to be a hero. You must be starved for real

companionship."

Instead of closing in, as he expected--and hoped, she

backed away, then ambled down the narrow corridor and leaned

against the door of the women's room. "I have no heroes,

Colonel Bradford. If you remember nothing else about me,

remember that."

Now, hurrying to meet Curtis, Bradford realized, with

apologies to Gabriella, that he'd never be able to forget

it.

* * *

Typically for Easter, Houston was wet and muggy. The

sun was making headway against the heavy dark clouds; if the

clouds couldn't regroup the afternoon would be steaming hot.

Bradford had never liked Houston, much preferring his native

St. Louis--at any time of year, even winter, which could be

quite ugly. He was better able to identify with older, more

sedate St. Louis, while Houston, a chaos of economic

energies too dependent on oil and the space program, seemed

to represent all too well the recklessness and loss of

perspective which characterized the New World Spirit.

Betty Curtis burst out the front door of the peach-

colored brick house in suburban Pearland. She was a plump
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woman whose stern countenance belied her fragility. "Ben!

Ben!" she wailed. "Did you hear?"

"We were on a military plane, sweetheart," Curtis

replied with strained patience as she tumbled into his

embrace. "We probably heard before you did."

"Isn't it wonderful? He always seems to know exactly

the right thing to do!" Eight-year-old Ben Jr. appeared,

followed by his weeping three-year-old sister Katherine.

Curtis swept the boy into his free arm, which only made the

little girl weep harder.

Suddenly the Curtis family became aware of Bradford.

"Welcome," Betty said, breaking away from her husband and

skittering the way she had come. "You must forgive the

house. I've been watching TV all morning...." Her voice

faded as she disappeared. Ben Jr. stepped up and held out

his hand; Bradford, remembering children were always proud

of their good manners, shook it firmly. The boy then turned

to his father as if Bradford had ceased to exist. Katherine

took shelter behind her father's leg, resumed weeping and

ran straight for her mother when they entered the house.

Curtis looked helpless as Betty piled a platter of

steaks into his arms; he marched to the patio and threw the

meat on the grill without even making sure the fire was lit.

Ben Jr. roared into view and dived into the pool, then

screamed tearlessly when Betty demanded he come out.



105

Finding no support in her husband she let the boy be; he

tried to interest his father in playing with a Frisbee but

Curtis ignored him, and after a while he went back inside.

As always when he came to Curtis's, Bradford observed

with a sort of sad amusement, wondering how Curtis could so

coolly administer a rambling labyrinth like the space

program and yet be so baffled by a much smaller and more

basic unit like his own family. The likely answer was that

Curtis was actually an old-fashioned sort, someone who

believed he should do all that was expected of him,

regardless of the consequences. It had no doubt been

expected of Curtis that he rise to the top, also that he

marry and raise the perfect family. That he was incapable

of doing both, and that he could have refused to do either,

had probably never occurred to him.

Not surprisingly, dinner was unpleasant--Betty still in

awe of the President, the children snapping at each other

continually. An argument erupted over whether to go to the

beach, and when the kids got uppity Curtis sent them both to

their rooms for the remainder of the afternoon. He turned

on the living room television to watch a golf tournament,

then remembered the tournament had been played the previous

week. Finally he told Betty he was running over to NASA and

would be right back, and all but dragged Bradford out of the

house with him.
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They drove for some time before Curtis spoke; when he

did there was no tension in his voice. "Well, what do you

think?"

This, Bradford knew, was Curtis's favorite rhetorical

question, designed to get Bradford to talk about anything at

all. "Thanks for the dinner, Ben," he said as casually as he

could. "You were right, it was good to get away."

"No problem. But you still seem a little preoccupied."

"Actually I am," he said guardedly, "but not with the

mission. I, uh, ran into Riley last night."

"Did you! How in the world is he?"

"Still Riley. He...had a girl with him. A reporter."

"Oh no," Curtis breathed. "No wonder you're all knotted

up. Be just like some bitch to try to nail you when you're

down like this."

"Don't worry, she's Australian too. Didn't know me

from Adam."

Curtis seemed to study him, then grinned wryly. "She's

not 'some bitch,' this one, is she?"

"No, she's not. I don't think I've met anyone quite

like her. I mean, we hit it off like--" He snapped his

fingers.

"I guess you've considered the possibility this could

be a trap."

"If it is it's the best one I've ever seen. But it
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can't be. I'd trust Riley with my life."

"Except when he's drunk and insists on driving you

home."

"Right," Bradford grinned, hoping Riley hadn't driven

home last night.

They stopped for a light and Curtis gripped Bradford's

arm affectionately. "Hell, Dick, who am I to stand in your

way? Especially after all you've been through."

"Will you stop this 'all I've been through' shit? I'm a

grown man. I'll get over it."

"Well, I can see she'd been good for you already,"

Curtis laughed. The light changed and he eased the car

forward.

Bradford waited a moment, then growled, "Okay, I've

told you what's on my mind. If you brought me down here to

get me away from it all, why the hell are we on our way to

NASA right now?"

"Because I wanted to talk to you about something,"

Curtis answered. There was now a slight edge in his voice.

"What do you think about the President's trip to Paris?"

Bradford was puzzled. "I think it's great. If he really

was invited he doesn't have any choice but to go."

"That's true enough. But what about his pledge to do

whatever it takes for as long as it takes?"

"What about it? I'd've thought you'd be happy about
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his being out of your hair for the duration."

Curtis hung over the wheel, smiled grimly. "You're

probably right, Dick. It's just that this whole

thing--feels wrong, know what I mean? He didn't have to go

to Paris today. Why didn't he wait for the funeral tomorrow?

There's just something cheap about Vice President Crawford

delivering the eulogy, don't you think, especially as old

and conservative as he is?" They stopped for a light, and

he drummed his fingers on the wheel.

"Ben, don't be ridiculous," Bradford breathed.

"Crawford's a fine man. So he is 'old and conservative.'

He hasn't been any less gung-ho about the program."

"You're right, of course," Curtis said. "But still--he

just doesn't seem to--to project the proper image."

"Well, I think the program could use more of his kind

of image--the father figure granting his blessing, and so

forth. Sometimes I think we've given the impression of a

bunch of unsupervised schoolchildren."

The light changed. Curtis leaned back, stared ahead

for quite a while; when he spoke again his voice was calm.

"One of the many things I admire about you, Dick, is that

you're uncomplicated. You accept things at face value.

I've forgotten how to do that because I've done so much

politicking these past few years. Thanks for helping me put

things in perspective. This trip to Paris is not a gesture
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of disapproval."

Bradford couldn't help smiling. "Of course it isn't--"

"But"--Curtis interrupted sharply--"we must make sure

something like this never happens again. This President has

known nothing but success--spectacular, miraculous success.

Another failure and--" He made a slicing motion under his

chin.

Bradford glared at him a moment, then folded his arms

and looked ahead. "Whatever you say," he grunted. For some

reason, the accident on the Moon seemed to have pushed

Curtis into a strange, protect-the-program mode. Worse, he

seemed to expect Bradford to join him there, though he

certainly knew Bradford never would.

Which, Bradford decided, was one more good reason to

quit.

2

"I know I shouldn't be surprised," Reinhart remarked to

Humdingher in the pressroom, "but after all these years I

still can't believe his energy. After three hours' sleep

he's as fresh as the day he was born."

"He's decided to fire Lopescu. I doubt if he slept at

all, counting the minutes until the moment arrives. I just

wish there were time to talk him out of it."

Humdingher finished mixing the additives into his

coffee, took a cautious sip, and screwed up his mouth like a
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child tasting castor oil. He turned away from Reinhart's

amused glance and, after gulping noisily, grunted, "It's not

that I want Lopescu around. I didn't enjoy his little

bloodletting party any more than you did. But dammit, we

need the CIA. We couldn't have made it through this crisis

without it."

"And just how many more crises of this magnitude do you

think there'll be? Surely the Boss is right: the time for

such organizations is past."

Humdingher shook his head. "All right, Ed--for a

moment I'll forget everything twenty-five years in

international relations has taught me."

"You mean everything Pup Arnold taught you, and we all

know what he thought."

"Whatever. Remember our little discussion yesterday

about molding this brave new world in our image?"

Reinhart remembered, all right. "Are you saying we

should use the CIA to unearth other nations' skeletons and

blackmail them into seeing things our way?"'

"Ed, you persist in looking at this thing in the

nastiest possible fashion. I'm merely suggesting other

nations might have the same idea we have--"

"You have, Arthur."

"--About recasting the world in their image, and we

have only a short period of time in which to nip this sort
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of thing in the bud. The CIA is the most effective and

efficient way to do it."

"No," Reinhart snapped, "the most efficient way to do

it is nuclear blackmail. Instead of destroying all our

weapons, as the Treaty compels us to do, let's put a few

aside in case Israel gets uppity again, or Japan decides not

to make any more trade concessions, or some other country

decides to see how far we can be pushed. If they push too

far, why, we'll just nuke 'em! Now that's efficiency!"

Humdingher struggled through the last drops of his

coffee, said stiffly, "Ed, sometimes I wonder if you're

losing your sense of proportion. It's getting to the point

lately where you no longer seem to know the difference

between principle and practice. You're the President's

closest friend. I suggest you regain your perspective as

soon as possible." He handed Reinhart his cup and saucer

and marched away.

* * *

"A constitutional amendment?" Lopescu's normally

robotic voice betrayed a hint of pity. "That would be a

serious mistake, Mr. President. Nuclear disarmament has

taken away our sword, and now, by retiring the Agency, you

would dispense with our shield. An amendment banning

civilian intelligence agencies is--"

"As overdue as the one I've proposed eliminating all
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weapons of mass destruction," the President snarled. This

wasn't going at all the way he'd dreamed. He'd envisioned

watching Lopescu squirm, like a snake writhes after the blow

which breaks its spine. He had imagined Lopescu's cold

voice dissolving into a pathetic quaver or rising into a

wild, insane shriek. At the very least he"d expected

Lopescu to parade his denunciation of Bearden before him and

promise a lot more dirt where that had come from. But no,

even in defeat he seemed implacable, and that was taking all

the fun out of it.

But then Humdingher came in, carrying his notes for the

Israeli position paper. Humdingher represented the new

order --diplomacy over skullduggery--and his presence

boosted the President's spirits enormously. "You seem to

have made it through your morning coffee with your machismo

intact, Arthur," he grinned. "You're just in time to see me

strip Mr. Lopescu of his."

He turned back to Lopescu, who lounged in his chair

like a guest on a talk show. "I suppose the next thing

you're going to tell me is that we need the Company to keep

the FBI in line."

"I was going to ask how the Bureau would be affected by

your amendment, Mr. President. It seems to me it would have

to be retired as well."

"'Retired,' eh? Don't you mean 'liquidated?' How
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about 'terminated?' What's the current buzzword?" Lopescu

merely grinned, as if laughing to himself at the President's

ignorance. Infuriated, the President shouted, "You listen

to me, Lopescu, you listen like you've never listened to

anyone else in your life! I will not besmirch the dignity

of our sister nations by spying on them! Do you understand?

From now on, the only time I intend to be interested in a

nation's internal affairs is when that nation asks me to be!

Is that one hundred percent clear to you?"

"Boss, if I may," Humdingher interjected mildly, "with

a few judicious alterations in its charter, there are

several intelligent ways we can make use of the Company."

He began outlining the major points of his plan.

But the President quickly silenced him. "Forget it,

Art. Even if I agreed with you, Lopescu's a little too

greedy for something like that. Aren't you, Bob?" The barb

seemed to bounce off, but at least the mocking grin had

vanished. "You'd still see everyone as a potential enemy,

wouldn't you? If I ever decide to act on Art's proposal I'll

find someone a little more objective to get the job done."

He paused to give Lopescu a chance to reply, or rather to

beg, and was disappointed when Lopescu remained silent.

Even though Lopescu had lost the war he seemed to have won

the battle.

"Well, I guess we're finished here," the President
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finally said, turning away. "I want you out of your office

by the end of the day. Pardon me if I don't wish you a

pleasant retirement." 

To Lopescu's credit there was no smirk, no snarled

threat, no attempt to pass the buck; rather, he stood

straight and said in a respectful voice, "As you wish, sir.

It's been a pleasure to serve you. I'll always admire and

respect what you stand for, if not the way to intend to

achieve it. Goodbye, sir. "

As the door shut behind him the President heaved a deep

sigh. "At last I'm rid of that bastard," he muttered.

"You know," Humdingher remarked, "that was a very nice

exit. It's the first time since I've known Lopescu that he's

walked out of a room rather than slithered. "

* * *

Still maintaining his erect posture, Lopescu made his

way to the West Wing and Reinhart's small office. He

knocked on the open door and waited until Reinhart, without

looking up from his work, ordered, "Come in and sit down,

Bob."

"No thank you, sir, I'll stand." Lopescu entered and

shut the door behind him. "First, I'd like to tell you the

same thing I told the President, that it's been a pleasure

to serve you and that I'll always admire and--"

"Don't bother," Reinhart groaned, tossing his pen to
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the desk. He looked Lopescu up and down the way a merchant

would an unkempt teenager applying for a job. "That line

won't work on me. If you're man enough to speak your mind

I'll listen, but I won't offer sympathy. There's no room

for your kind in the New World."

"I didn't come here for sympathy," Lopescu said

stolidly. "I came to brief you on the status of current

Agency operations."

Reinhart grinned paternally. "Bob, the Company's life

expectancy is at most a matter of days. Why bother? It's

not worth my time--or yours, for that matter."

"I'm afraid I must insist, sir. There are several

operations about which the President must be informed."

"You just wore out your welcome," Reinhart snapped, and

returned to his work. When Lopescu didn't move he slammed

the pen to the desk again. "Look, if you're determined to

get things off your chest, have the files sent over from

Langley. But I'll decide if the President should be briefed

about something, understand? And I don't want you darkening

my door ever again."

Lopescu stood, indecisively it seemed, for a moment,

then turned to go. "Just trying to do my job, sir,"

"May God protect us from those who are just trying to do

their jobs," Reinhart shouted after him.
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3

By six o'clock, after a snack, Bradford and Curtis were

on their way back to DC. Curtis hardly looked at Bradford

as he chattered--and chatter he did, as if he'd suddenly

learned the art of small talk and was eager to practice.

"We don't answer to just the President, you know. The

longer we delay in telling the media what happened up there

the more restless they'll get, and the greater the damage to

our credibility. We've got to protect ourselves in some

way. We've got to seek more information from a source other

than Jones."

Bradford could see it coming, and decided to end the

bush-beating. "You want to launch another mission right

away."

Curtis smiled brightly, as if the idea had been

Bradford's all along. "We'll forget Jones ever happened.

Do us all good to get back into action."

Bradford waved his hands in irritation., "Ben, you're

making this sound like a quick lap around the block. You

can't just throw another mission together because you're

afraid someone's going to bite you on the ass."

"Forget about the media! I'm talking about us, about

mankind! Something's going on on the Moon and it's our duty

to find out what it is!"

"You know how I feel about mysteries," Bradford sighed.
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"If you're so eager to solve this one, you command the

mission."

"Don't tempt me," Curtis said in a low, sad voice.

"But believe me when I say you wouldn't want to stay

behind."

"Believe me when I say I would."

Silence. Curtis seemed to sulk for a while, then

suddenly smiled. "If the truth be known, I'm not too crazy

about going back to the digsite either. No sense stirring up

more trouble there, is there?" He turned, slapped Bradford

on the shoulder. "We'll go somewhere else. Anywhere you

like."

"For God's sake, Ben," Bradford groaned, "why don't you

just come out and say it? Why don't you just admit you want

to get another mission in the air?"

"It's not just that, and you know it." He looked

betrayed, like a child unjustly accused of mischief. "We've

got to show everyone we can recover quickly from disaster.

Remember when Challenger blew up? It took over two years

for the program to get off the ground again. Can't you see

we've got to regain our momentum as soon as possible?"

"And what about the failure you were so worried about

this afternoon? You launch another mission out of panic and

you'll practically guarantee another Challenger."

"Better than sitting waiting for the axe to fall. My
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way, if we die, we die trying. We've got to launch, and

take our chances."

"Then let somebody else take them. Let me sit this one

out. If nothing happens I promise a profuse apology."

"Nothing will happen--if you go. If you don't

something's bound to--"

"Don't try it, Ben!" Bradford shouted., "You're not

going to make me responsible for any more lives, either on

the ground or in the air!"

"All right, I'm sorry," Curtis shouted back. "I

shouldn't have said that. But dammit., Dick, it's

true--you're the only one qualified to command another

flight. I need you."

"Well, I don't need another flight. At least, not

until you've got your head on straight again."

"But you probably won't find a thing out of the

ordinary up there!"

"Then why go?"

"There's nothing to be afraid of!"

When was Curtis going to run down? "That's what you

said last time. I don't mind telling you I'm terrified."

"So--behind all your philosophical bullshit lurks good

old-fashioned fear! Well, my friend, the longer you don't

know what's going on up there the more terrified you'll be."

Then, in a fatherly tone: "Look, I'm giving you a chance to
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deal with your fear. Once you get into preparation for the

mission you'll forget all about--"

"Don't put yourself in my place, General Curtis!"

Bradford shouted. Enough was enough. "I've never been

afraid of what I don't understand, only of what I do. And I

do understand that a million things can go wrong even if we

don't find another installation. Another million things can

go wrong if this is the most meticulously planned and

flawlessly executed mission in history. But it won't be, so

I want no part of it! And if you order me to command that

mission, I'll resign. Is that clear?"

Curtis's response was totally unexpected. "You're

really taken with that reporter, aren't you?"

"Is that what this is all about? Are you trying to get

me away from her so I won't blurt our little secret?"

Curtis gazed at him wearily, if still imploringly, for

a long moment, then turned away and folded his arms. "Don't

be ridiculous. You know me better than that." He sighed.

"I told you I wouldn't stand in your way."

"Just see that you don't," Bradford snapped in

triumph--he'd finally won an argument with Curtis.

Or maybe Curtis had just given up.

* * *

If Vicki had called she'd left no message. Bradford

wondered if she'd given up, too.
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He could only hope she hadn't and, in his room, he

turned on the television to keep him awake in case she tried

again. But instead of getting still more jubilation over

the morning's events, he learned for the first time of the

riots in St. Louis.

They had started innocently, as such things do. A

squabble between two children at an inner city block party

quickly escalated into a brick-throwing melee. Apparently

the squabble brought a long-simmering feud between two

families into the open. Knives appeared, then guns, then

the police. A black fourteen-year-old boy was killed by a

white twenty-year veteran. Several people then opened fire

on the cop, who, miraculously, was not hurt; other police

sent in later to arrest the assailants were also fired upon,

and two were hospitalized. By dusk parts of three city

blocks were aflame, and three more people, including a

firemen, were dead.

Like every long-time white resident of the St. Louis

area Bradford knew the inner city was a powderkeg; why it

hadn't erupted in the '60s with every other large ghetto in

the country was a mystery. It certainly was one of the

largest, and would probably remain so, since, to the

proponents of the New World Spirit, such ghettos had no

right to exist--they were examples of "what man must put

behind him."
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But right now Bradford felt like he'd been stabbed in

the gut. He probably wouldn't have felt so bad if the same

thing had happened in, say, Miami, or Detroit; the

knowledge, however, that it had happened in his hometown

while he was kneeling at the altar of the New World Spirit,

helping to "expand the boundaries of man's experience,"

afflicted him with an almost debilitating depression. Not

that he had ever been a supporter of minorities or a

revitalizer of slums; not that he would have dropped

everything and rushed madly home and rented a room in the

burned-out area from whence to bring the succor of middle-

class living to all. Rather, he was now able to see, with

crystal clarity, what a sham his life was, what a sham any

man's life, based on trying to be more than he was, had

become.

Out of nowhere came thoughts of Vicki. Savagely he

thrust them away; she was his "new world spirit, " she was

his wild, irresponsible dream of the future. Hadn't she

told him he was interesting, when his profession bored her

to death? Hadn't she offered "real companionship" rather

than just another twirl on the floor with some glossy slut?

Hadn't she tried to dazzle him just like the stars and hope

of a lasting peace had dazzled men for centuries?

.. .Previously the thought of resigning had barged into

his consciousness, crudely demanding an audience. This time,
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however, it merely stood there, offering itself humbly, as

the best actions, the proper actions, always did.

But he owed Curtis a chance to talk him out of it. If

he did quit, Curtis would have a lot more explaining to do.

On the other hand, quitting might make it easier for Curtis

to keep his job. Everyone in the program knew what close

friends they were. Who could tell, resigning might also

quiet his conscience.

* * *

It was after three when he awoke, fully clothed.

Usually he couldn't sleep that way; apparently the thought

of quitting had quieted his conscience, if only for a while.



III.

EASTER PLUS ONE: THE FUNERAL

At Whitby's, the tiny, ancient coffee shop near the

Pentagon, Curtis was in heaven. Did he care that it reeked

of cigarette smoke? Did he mind that the bacon looked and

tasted--at least, to Bradford--like a fried rubber band?

Did it bother him that the steely old waitress didn't know

what day of the week it was, much less care about the

funeral? Of course not. In Curtis's opinion, Whitby's had

invented breakfast.

"Good morning!" he cried, and waved Bradford into the

angular booth. "Finally got the autopsy. Heart failure due

to suit malfunction.1"

Bradford had slept heavily, and had still been groggy

when he'd entered the restaurant. But Curtis's statement

instantly cleared the fog away. "Now wait a second, Ben.

His suit was working fine when I saw him. And he had to

have been out of his suit in order to have sustained that

'physical trauma' Kearnes made such a big deal about."

"Apparently Kearnes changed his mind," Curtis rejoined

brightly.

"Why? Did someone promise to double his bonus next

Christmas?"

For some reason Curtis wouldn't look directly at

Bradford, but kept glancing out the window as if waiting for

123
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someone. "Now Dick, I know you don't like Powell, but why

the animosity towards Kearnes?"

"Don't change the subject. Someone's keeping something

from you." Suddenly, realization dawned. "No, you're

keeping something from me."

Curtis turned; his smile was strained. "Dick, can't

you just leave it alone? Kearnes's findings let you off the

hook."

"You told me I was never on it," Bradford snapped.

Now he seemed puzzled. "So I did." He glanced out the

window again, spoke to the glass. "Well, in any event, you

never could have revived Murphy. His suit was damaged. You

did everything required of you, and you're free and clear."

"Thanks," Bradford growled, "I'm so relieved." He

leaned forward. "Come on, Ben. If anyone deserves to know

what's going on here, I do."

"Later, Dick. Right now I--"

Suddenly Curtis turned around and stood; his face wore

a huge smile. Bradford, stunned by the transformation,

could only stare as Curtis stepped away from the booth and

waved at someone near the door. He looked like an anxious

child at camp flagging down arriving parents.

"General Wilkes!" he cried, and extended his hand.

"Good to see you this morning!" Wilkes's head snapped

around, and he marched towards the booth in a manner better
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suited to the parade ground.

"Morning, Curtis. Thumbs sore yet?" He took Curtis's

hand but looked at Bradford; suddenly Curtis might not have

been there. "You're looking better, Bradford. Must've

gotten some sleep."

"Yes sir. A little sleep does wonders," Bradford said

steadily, and looked straight back.

Wilkes smiled thinly. "Looks like your friend Murphy's

going to get a first-class sendoff."

"He deserves it,, sir. "

Wilkes abruptly sat, and the others followed suit.

"Tried to reach you last night," Curtis remarked amiably as

Wilkes studied the menu. "Finally left a message for you to

meet us here. This place doesn't look like much, but--"

"I was out," Wilkes said, raising the menu a little.

"With family. Easter," he added, a bit more gently.

"Certainly."

The old waitress arrived, refilled Curtis's coffee,

tried to fill Wilkes's but he slapped the menu shut and

barked, "Orange juice, thank you." The woman left, and he

leaned forward and folded his hands.

Curtis, still smiling, sipped his coffee. At length,

and with appropriate discomfort, he said, "Our parting was a

bit, uh, brusque the other morning. I want you to know

there are no hard feelings."
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"I already know it," Wilkes snapped. He began playing

with a sugar packet, tearing the edges in several places

until a few granules leaked out.

"Good," Curtis chirped, and sipped his coffee some

more. "And I want to you know that if there's anything I

can do--"

"Nobody's died, Curtis." Wilkes tore the packet open

and poured the contents neatly into an ashtray. "General

Bearden resigned. These days, resigning is fairly

commonplace, at least on my side of the street."

"No one's saying it isn't," Curtis returned smoothly.

He drained his cup and replaced it in the saucer with

authority. "I was simply wondering if we'd see you at

future committee meetings."

"I wouldn't miss one of your meetings for the world."

Wilkes stood, straightened his coat and tie, smiled at

Bradford. "Well! See you fellows there, then? This is the

first state funeral for an astronaut. It must mean the

space program has arrived. Take care, Bradford." He

pivotted neatly and marched out.

"There," Curtis sighed--Wilkes was not quite out of

earshot--"goes a genuine American son-of-a-bitch." The

waitress brought Wilkes's orange juice; Curtis grabbed it

and downed it in one gulp.

* * *
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The morning was dark and calm, properly somber for the

occasion, and the great city seemed to look on with more

than its usual detached interest. Though Curtis insisted on

worrying that the funeral "might be for the entire program"

as well as for Murphy, Bradford was pleased: it was a

first-class sendoff.

But the eulogy, a ludicrous paean to the New World

Spirit, ruined everything. "Like all pioneers," Crawford

intoned in a doughy voice that matched his appearance,

"Major Murphy is a paving stone on the road leading to

glory. He is a landmark along the way. He is the signpost

which tells us we are headed in the right direction."

"A lot of good that does Murphy," Bradford muttered as

they piled into the limousine for the drive to Arlington.

"And I hope, Ben, you caught the implications of that last

statement."

"What implications?" Curtis asked innocently. He'd

been noticeably moved by the speech.

"You know perfectly well. They don't care how many

lives are lost."

"Dick, you know perfectly well that it somehow

legitimizes Murphy's death if we assure everyone more will

die after him." He held up his hand for silence. "I know

it's not the way it should be, but as long as the

President's paying the bills I'm afraid we do things his
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way. "

But at Arlington even Curtis was forced to admit the

President's way was a bit hard to take. There was no

twenty-one gun salute, nor did a flight of jets roar

overhead. Crawford observed reverently that, since Murphy

had been a "soldier in the cause of peace," there was no

need for a "puerile demonstration of the tools of war." As

a final insult, the coffin was buried beneath a replica of

Friendship 7 which, to Bradford, looked like it had been

made by a kindergarten art class.

They were nearly suffocated by reporters before

regaining the safety of the limo. Bradford, gagging on a

hundred emotions, blurted, "Ben, I've had enough. I want to

quit."

"Please, Dick, don't start that now." Curtis sounded

like an overworked mother. "This hasn't been the most

inspiring experience for me, either."

"Ben, I really mean it this time. The funeral's only

the icing on the cake. Quitting is the only honorable thing

to do."

"The only honorable thing to do is to see this through

to the end."

"Why, when you won't even tell me the truth about

Murphy's death? And even if you did, there's absolutely

nothing I could do to help you or anyone else involved,
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except smile on cue and keep a stiff upper whenever the

press is around."

But Curtis had gotten his second wind. "Nonsense," he

said zestfully. "We'll survive. We always have."

Bradford realized it was no use being

reasonable--Curtis was treating this like one of their many

councils of war back in the good old days. "Don't worry,,"

he was saying, "if we stay on top of things they'll work

out. Meanwhile, you've been through a lot. So get away for

a while. Take a couple days off, or, hell, take a week.

Take however long it takes to shake off this depression.

Make peace with yourself."

So suddenly Curtis wanted to be rid of him for a little

while. No doubt this was some new strategy to get him to

forget about the autopsy, or, better yet, get him to feel

lonely and isolated, and thereby come to see the error of

his ways. On the other hand, for the first time in recent

memory Curtis was actually offering him a vacation. He'd be

a fool not to take him up on it.

But first, a little magnanimity to ease his conscience.

"I'm sorry, Ben. I'm probably just overreacting."

"Easy to do, after that farce of a funeral," Curtis

said absently.

"Then again, I might not be. I'll try it your way, but

I'm not promising I won't resign."
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"Did I ask you to? I want you whole. Whatever it takes

to put you back together again, I'm for it."

"Okay," Bradford said, though he was tempted to ask if

he could have that last statement in writing.

* * *

It had turned cold, and he returned to his hotel in a

mixture of sleet and rain. The weather report said St.

Louis could expect much the same thing, and this more or

less confirmed his decision not to go home to "make his

peace." Sure, St. Louis was where the real problems of the

real world had burst like a festering sore, but it was for

precisely that reason, Curtis had said, that he should not

go there: he should "allow no pressures" to affect his

decision. If he were to quit he should do so for "positive

reasons, not negative ones." Why not go back to South Padre

Island? He'd always enjoyed himself there; and now that

spring break was over and all the kids were gone, he'd

probably have the place to himself.

He'd just hung up after making plane reservations when

Vicki called.

From New York. "Got a job with CBS!" she cried. Why

call and tell him? "Because it's like someone kicked open

the door! The first time I talked to them they wouldn't look

at me sidewise--usually that's the only way men look at a

woman. And then I meet you and they roll out the red
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carpet! It's as if you were my good luck charm!" She hadn't

drawn an assignment yet, but maybe she'd get lucky and wind

up in Florida, covering drug busts and space shoots. And

then, after more effusive thanks, she hung up, leaving him

feeling very good, if only because it was nice to be thought

of as someone's good luck charm for a change.

Perhaps strengthened by this, he changed his mind about

South Padre Island. Letting Curtis convince him to go there

was no better than letting St. Louis convince him how badly

the world needed him. After changing his reservations he

stood by the phone a moment or two longer, hoping Vicki

might call again.

2

The Elysee' Palace in Paris was an old, ugly, drafty

place. Perhaps others saw that as part of its charm, but

the President, lying on the lumpy bed fighting a cold, felt

more mocked than charmed.

The position paper had been a hit with everyone except

the parties for whom it had been intended; afterwards

they'd raced to be the first to denounce it to the

international press. For its part, the press listened

politely before dashing off to dog the President's steps

once more. Again, form over substance: the press cared

more about what he was wearing, or what he'd eaten for

dinner, than why he was here. He hoped the other nations



132

present didn't resent his upstaging them.

But what had really made the day rough was waiting for

Reinhart to arrive. The President had seen highlights of

the funeral but only Reinhart, whom he'd dispatched to

babysit Crawford, could tell him how it had really gone. He

hoped Ben Curtis hadn't been too upset he'd not delivered

the eulogy himself.

Ah, Ben Curtis. In bygone, less complicated days he

had loved to sit in the Lincoln Sitting Room and let his

imagination run away with him, let his science-fiction

fantasies air out and let Curtis tell him just how fantastic

they were. There was nothing he would have liked better

right now than to do just that, except that the best his

imagination could do at this moment was think of half a

dozen ways to tell the Arabs, Israelis, and anyone else who

didn't believe heart, soul, and mind in the New World Spirit

to go to hell and hurry up about it.

Someone tapped "SOS" quickly and softly on the heavy

door, then Reinhart poked his head inside. "How're you

feeling, Boss? They told me you had a cold." He proceeded

gingerly into the room, tossed his valise on a table, and

dragged a chair over to the bed.

"Never mind about that," the President responded

gruffly, yet with a warm smile. "What took you so long?"

"Trouble at the airport. Demonstrations by various
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Arab and Israeli sympathizers. Things got a little ugly."

"You sound surprised."

"I suppose I am," Reinhart shrugged. He finished

untying his shoes, kicked them off, and put his feet up on

the bed. "I guess I just don't understand hate. I don't

understand what makes it such an effective motivating force.

When I hate something or someone I'm completely immobilized.

I feel sick, like I've been poisoned. Yet those people

today at Orly had enough energy to send a rocket to Mars.

They'd still be trying to beat each others' brains out if

the police hadn't come. And for what? What new threats or

insults could have been exchanged that haven't already been

used countless times in the four thousand years of this

conflict? Why does hate go on and on and on?" He shrugged

again, smiled wearily. "Those placards they carried looked

like they'd been produced by an assembly line of

four-year-olds. If only they realized how funny it all

looked."

"I never thought of the expression of hatred as

particularly funny," the President grunted.

"On the contrary, that's probably why Satan invented

hate. He wanted to make sure we looked stupid while we did

his bidding."

"I didn't know you believed in the devil, Ed."

"I certainly do, Boss. I've believed in him ever since
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the day I looked up and saw ten things wrong with this world

for every one thing right."

"So what does that say about God?"

Reinhart grinned. "Are you asking me because it's the

day after Easter?"

"You mean, did the day raise my religious

sensibilities? I doubt it." He made a throwaway gesture.

"But sometimes I'd just like to know what God's doing while

the devil's down here screwing everything up."

"Well, for one thing, God appoints men to battle the

devil. He sent David to slay Goliath, He sent Samson to

slaughter the Philistines, and He sent Jesus to show us how

to battle the devils within ourselves. Suffice it to say

that, when the devil needs to be put back in his place, God

always responds."

Reinhart's grin grew to a huge smile, and the President

held out a hand as if to ward off an attack. "Just hold it

right there. You're not going to bring up this 'hand of

God' business again, are you? You're getting as bad as Dad

and his Bible-thumping."

"But don't you think nuclear weapons are the devil's

instruments?" Reinhart cried immediately. "Don't you think

God wanted to--"

"No I don't." He folded his hands behind his head and

stared at the ceiling. "Nuclear weapons were man's problem,
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and man had to deal with them. Man is, and always has been,

in control of his own destiny. You can say I'm God's

annointed all you like, but in doing so you insult me and

everyone else on Earth. We're human beings, dammit, not

pawns in some cosmic chess game."

"Some are pawns, others are knights. Everyone has his

role to play."

"Yeah, we know the role knights played--they went out

and plundered and slaughtered the heathen. I guess that's

what really bugs me about your God-versus-Satan scenario,

Ed--it's just another battle. I'm tired of fighting."

"I know you are, Boss." He stood, sat on the bed,

gripped the President's shoulders. "But don't you

see--that's where the concept of the afterlife comes in.

Eternal peace. No hatred, no war. Rest after having fought

the good fight."

"Heaven, right? Sounds more like Valhalla."

"It amounts to the same thing."

"My God, don't let the fundamentalists hear you say

that. I'm already in enough trouble with the Jews." He

smiled and swatted his old friend on the shoulder. "Sorry,

Ed, but I just can't take this very seriously. If you want

to believe I'm the right hand of the Almighty and that He's

got a big castle in Heaven reserved for me, that's fine.

But if God's who you say He is, He knows I'd appreciate
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eternal peace more if it were my peace, not His, and the

reward of my own, independent labors, not His

manipulations."

He pushed Reinhart away, stretched. "Let's talk about

something important. Tell me about the funeral."

Reinhart sat again, screwed up his face. "I don't

think General Curtis was too wild about the burial. And I

don't think Colonel Bradford was too wild about any of it. "

"I wish Curtis would get rid of him! If he's the kind

of person Curtis depends on, the program may be in more

trouble than we think. In fact, if Curtis is upset it's

probably Bradford's fault."

"I don't think so. At least, not this time."

"Don't tell me he wanted a military sendoff." When

Reinhart nodded grimly, he scowled, "Well, that's

disappointing. I always thought Curtis was more enlightened

about our objectives in space. Prejudices die hard, don't

they? And in this project, we can't afford any."

He sat up, folded his arms across his chest. "I don't

suppose he mentioned anything about what went wrong up

there?"

"Nothing," Reinhart grunted. "I got the impression it

was the farthest thing from his mind."

"Well, if Curtis is going to sulk.... ." He stared away

for a while, pinched his lower lip between two fingers.
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"I'll just have to get him to visit me here," he announced,

slapping his kneecap in frustration. "It's been a while

anyway. Time to clear the air about a few things."

"Do you think that's a good idea? The Arabs and

Israelis, if not the Soviets, might resent the, er,

intrusion."

"What if they do?" the President snapped. "Maybe then

they'll realize this isn't a picnic in the park, where kids

can run around whining and posturing to their hearts'

content. Maybe they'll realize this is a deadly serious

business I'm engaged in here, and work a little harder to

merit my attention."

Reinhart grinned. "It might work. Take it from me:

kids hate being ignored."

"Let's hope these do." He sighed heavily, coughed once

or twice, then smiled. "And to think I could've been a

knight on a chessboard, instead of a baby-sitter."



IV.

THE REST OF APRIL

Bradford's parents had built the big A-frame the year

he'd started high school. It had two sundecks, a large one

on the ground floor with patio furniture built right in, and

a small one directly above, for him. The deep valley over

which they hung was craggy and lush; the stream running

through its center had been cleared of trash, his father had

never tired of reminding him, at no small expense of effort.

The front lawn eaked out an existence amid clusters of oak

and pine, and a single lane of battered asphalt snaked

wearily up and giddily down the steep hill to the nearest

neighbors, a quarter-mile away.

The house, the yard, the area were very beautiful, very

quiet, and very, very lonely.

Bradford quickly learned that a large house only

emphasized his lack of things more important. As a retreat

from the outside world it served its purpose admirably, yet

a twelve-by-twelve shack would have done just as well, and

would not have reminded him that most of the world's

population had even less. Worse, the house held many

memories of good family times; they seemed to say, as they

always did, that it was about time he married and began a

family of his own.

A big house and yard demanded attention, so he spent

138
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Tuesday mowing the lawn, trimming the hedge that lined the

road, and climbing a reluctant aluminum ladder to saw off

some dead branches with a dull old Swedish bow saw. That

night he gazed down into the valley with a two-month-old

sixpack until well after midnight, when the cold drove him

inside.

Wednesday he took a long drive in the old pickup,

visiting a few old haunts, wondering if they'd still be

there if and when his own family was old enough to

appreciate them. He had dinner at Mama Todd's, a marvelous

greasy spoon in a tiny settlement on the Meramec River. The

place had been his father's favorite and still served "the

best strawberry rhubarb pie in the state of Missouruh." It

rained that night, and he fell asleep in front of the fire.

Trouble was, thoughts of building a family had begun to

include Vicki.

Even if she were available--and every instinct told him

she wasn't--what did he have to offer her? She was used to

the glamour of television; would she settle for the

traditional drudgery of keeping house and raising children?

She was used to listening to the grandiose dreams of

politicians and heads of state; would she be satisfied with

his far more mundane dream of simply finding a place for

himself in a world he no longer recognized?

Yet the memory of her persisted, as did the fantasies
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of a future as a husband and father, and as he drove again

Thursday through rain and cold wind, she would seem to

appear, like the sun poking through the clouds, and warm

him.

He nearly ran over his down-the-road neighbor, Carl

Schmidt, as he returned that evening. Schmidt, in his

unaffecting way, was glad to see him, hadn't, of course,

known he was back in town. Would he care to join them for

dinner?

Bradford accepted almost by reflex. He knew he should

have looked up the Schmidts sooner. They were his kind of

people--kept to themselves, were content with what they had,

and they'd all but adopted him when his parents had died.

If he were going to find his place in society, he could

think of no better place to begin the search.

Over Schmidt's objections he returned home to shower,

shave, and dress, feeling the elation that comes from

finally getting something right after several false starts.

He struggled into an old windbreaker the Schmidts had given

him years ago for Christmas and was on his way out the door

when Vicki pulled in the drive.

"Hi!" she cried, bewitching in a creme-colored dress

which swirled richly as she got out of the car. "Bet you

thought you'd never see me again!"

As he stood numbly, wondering whether she was another
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apparition, she ran up and put a finger to his lips. "Don't

say a word. I'm sorry I hadn't reached you earlier, but

I've been so busy!" (He loved the way she drew out the "ee"

in "been.") "Come along," she commanded, turning him

towards the house, "I need a drink."

"Not now," he protested weakly. "I'm on my way to the

neighbors' for dinner."

Her smile faltered. "Oh I couldn't!" she squeaked,

backing away from him. "I couldn't impose like that!

They're perfect strangers!"

"Come on," Bradford urged, "they're like family.

She's a great cook and they'll be glad to meet you."

"Please no. I wouldn't be comfortable at all."

Her pleading smile conquered him. "All right, I'll call

and ask for a rain check."

She marched into the kitchen as if she'd lived there

all her life, flopped into a dinette chair and kicked off

her shoes. Bradford followed and leaned against the fridge.

"Don't really have anything legitimate to drink," he

admitted. "Might have some beer left--"

"Fine," she snapped. She leaned back in the chair,

shut her eyes, and put her hands together and stretched,

cracking her knuckles. Then she straightened and offered

him a dazzling smile.

Bradford opened the fridge, found the last beer,
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unscrewed the bottletop and handed the bottle to her, then

watched her gulp greedily. He picked up the phone and gave

the Schmidts the first excuse that popped into his head,

apologized, and hung up before they could protest. Then he

stepped quickly to the table and sat opposite her. "So how

did you find me?" he asked.

"Are you kidding? You're an astronaut. The only

address in this country better known than an astronaut's is

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue."

Her remark, though probably innocent, immediately

activated his defenses. He drew back and said evenly, "I

assume you're here in town to cover the riots, then."

She tossed his gauntlet right back at him. "Suppose I

wasn't. Would you chuck me out with the garbage? I don't

think I'm recycleable."

He turned away from her laughing gaze. "Let's just say

I'd do whatever's necessary to protect my privacy. I came

here to get away from reporters, among other things."

Her eyes grew hard for a moment, then she sighed, "Oh

all right, if it's going to make you feel better--yes, I

know who you are. I know you're the Colonel Richard Evan

Bradford, commander of the recent mission in which one

astronaut was killed and another seriously injured. CBS

suggested I look you up if I had any spare time. Well, I've

nothing but spare time now, so here I am, looking you up.



143

And that's all I intend to do."

She'd just thrown down a gauntlet of her own. "So what

are you going to say when you go to work tomorrow?" he

asked, hoping he sounded disinterested.

"But I'm not going to work tomorrow!" she cried.

"Thereby hangs my tale." She gulped some more and looked

out a window. "The riots drove all the networks and news

services a bit dotty, but none moreso than my new employer.

CBS decided the situation required a dazzling screen

presence with a foreigner's innate sophistication, and for

some odd reason they thought I'd fit the bill quite nicely."

Bradford had to smile. "For what it's worth, I think

they were right."

"Nobody else does," she snorted. "As soon as the other

correspondents, all of whom of course are black, got a look

at me, CBS was a laughingstock. They flew in my replacement

this afternoon, and now I'm vacationing on the company until

either they stop blushing or the competition stops

laughing."

She emptied the bottle and slammed it to the table.

"More!"

Bradford held out his hands. "Isn't any more."

"You're a hell of a host." She glared at him, but her

eyes laughed. "I suppose you're broke and all the banks are

closed." She grabbed her purse, opened it, peered inside,
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snapped it shut and started towards the door. "Come on,

then," she called, "you bought last time."

It was no use. If she had come for a story he'd tell

her anything she wanted to know; if she hadn't, now was not

the time to ask questions. She was here, and that was all

that mattered.

"Where are we going?" he cried. He beat her to the

door, though he had no idea how.

She gave him a pained look as he locked up. "I merely

said I was buying. Gas too," she added when he headed for

the garage. Her car--a fire-engine red BMW convertible--was

more appealing anyway.

* * *

They went to a steakhouse quite similar to the one in

which they'd met, where she wolfed down twelve ounces of

prime rib and nearly a quart of beaujolais, yakking all the

while about Washington and what a "knock-out" place it was.

When he could, Bradford reminded her that St. Louis, riots

or not, wasn't such a bad place itself; but mostly he just

sat, as he had before, drinking her in, hardly touching his

own food.

CBS paid, he drove her downtown barely skirting the

dangerous ghetto, and showed her the Gateway Arch all lit

up. She said it had nothing on the Washington Monument and

when he acted hurt she laughed and jabbed him in the ribs.



145

He drove down the river past the breweries, then back up

through the hills; when they finally arrived home she was

asleep. Feeling very fatherly Bradford helped her to bed,

then spent the next several hours trying to calm down enough

to fall asleep on the living room couch.

* * *

A kiss awakened him next day. Vicki, drinking coffee,

sat looking at him, dressed with refreshing modesty in a

pair of his long pajamas and thick robe. She lifted her cup

questioningly; he said, "Thanks," and she quickly stood and

left. He elevated himself into a sitting position, wrapped

the ancient patchwork quilt more tightly around himself, and

squinted at the day through the glass doors leading to the

sundeck. Vicki returned with his coffee; she sat looking at

him as before while he sipped it.

"How long you been up?" he asked presently.

"Too long. I was getting lonely." She looked out the

window. "This is a lonely place."

"Beautiful, though, don't you think?"

"Yes, but it's too removed, too detached. I'd be bored

silly in an hour here by myself."

Maybe she could get used to it, Bradford thought

bravely, remembering his earlier fantasies. "You're not by

yourself," he observed behind an artificial smile. He set

his coffee cup carefully on the couch arm, stood and yanked
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open the door, then walked out and stared over the railing

and down the valley. There was a warm breeze; it promised a

beautiful day.

After a while he heard Vicki set her own cup down and

walk out to him. "What do you see down there, an orgy?"

He turned and smiled at her. "You never stop, do you?"

"I'm beginning to wonder if you ever start!"

He took her hand in his and squeezed it. "I'm sorry--

you probably want some breakfast. I'd whip us up something

here but the larder is not well stocked."

"I noticed," she acknowledged grimly.

"I bet that's the first place you snooped," he laughed.

"Right. Actually, my goal in the newsgame is to be a

food editor. I've gotten a little sidetracked, as you can

see--"

"Yeah, the President's quite a distraction."

"So are you, Colonel Bradford," she said huskily behind

suddenly wide eyes. She bussed his cheek and held him. "I

wanted to thank you for not taking advantage last night. I

had a lot to eat and drink and, well"--she held him at arms'

length--"I could have been had."

Bradford had no idea how to respond. One part of him

cursed his fumbling what may have been the only chance he'd

have at someone like her, while another part applauded his

restraint and optimistically reminded him that anything
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worth having was worth waiting for. A third part resented

her telling him this, while a fourth felt that such honesty

was worthy of the deepest trust. A last part, very small but

the one he knew he should listen to, wondered what she was

feeling at this moment; he decided this was irrelevent and

that she probably just wanted to be reassured.

"I know just how you must feel," he declared, borrowing

a paternal tone from Curtis. "You let your guard down, and

it might have cost you. Heaven knows it's happened to me

enough times." He wanted to add, suavely, that he would

take no action until a clear offer was made, but dismissed

the statement as presumptuous, if not dangerous. Instead he

settled for something more conventional: "Have you ever

wondered why men and women tend to...have sex first and get

to know each other afterwards?"

"Because sex is the easy part," she answered

immediately. She seemed relieved; perhaps she'd thought

he'd expected some sort of reward. "Sex is safe. Getting

to know someone is dangerous. It carries a certain amount of

responsibility."

"It makes 'toys' into people."

"Right. Stay toys and you don't care who gets hurt.

But people are supposed to be responsible for each other's

feelings."

Her eyes were big and innocent, and her hair gleamed in
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the morning sun like diamonds in a crown. Her scent

beseiged his nostrils, slipping close, then darting away out

of range. He wanted, more than he'd ever wanted anything,

to tell her just how responsible for her feelings he could

be. He wanted to promise her she would never be taken

advantage of again, that hurt was something she'd soon

forget she'd ever experienced.

But instead he took her hand and escorted her into the

house. "My responsibility as host," he said, "dictates that

I feed you before you starve. Get dressed and I'll take you

to the place where breakfast was probably invented."

She smiled a brilliant smile and squeezed his hand.

"Sounds fabulous. "

"Oh, and please call me Dick."

"Not until we're through being people," she said

firmly.

* * *

He took her to Mama Todd's, of course, and after steak,

eggs, fried potatoes, and biscuits--"You're right, these

people did invent breakfast!"--they stopped at a

supermarket. She forbade him to accompany her inside; ten

minutes later she emerged carrying two big bags.

"I hope you're not restocking the larder," he said.

"I'm a terrible cook."

"So am I," she said, and wore an enigmatic grin all the
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way back to the A-frame, where she emptied the bags on the

living room floor. They'd contained all manner of cleaners,

sponges, and brushes. "How long has it been since this

place was really--I mean really--cleaned?" she demanded.

Probably not since the death of his mother nineteen

years ago, Bradford answered to himself. "It's not that

dirty," he said hopefully, and sank to the couch.

"Indeed. I've seen more sanitary hog wallows." She

glared at him a moment, then marched towards his room. When

he didn't move she shrilled, "Well? You aren't going to do

much good in those clothes!" She marched on; he heard her

open her suitcase, then stamp into the bathroom and slam the

door. Reluctantly he stood and followed.

They scrubbed, they vacuumed, they mopped, they dusted.

She was an absolute martinet, bellowing and haranging and,

several times, planting a sharp toe in his backside. She

inhaled three of the four huge hamburgers he bought for

lunch, after which she drove him even harder. Finally, at

five o'clock, he literally threw in the towel and collapsed

on the couch.

"God, I didn't work this hard in survival training!" he

groaned.

She'd been surveying their handiwork; now she wandered

over, planted another toe in his backside, and rolled him

onto the floor. "At least now it's presentable," she said
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with a sweep of her arm. "See that it stays that way." She

sat and used his belly as a footrest; he reached up and

began playing with her toes.

"Well?" she snapped after a short silence. "When does

the maid get wined and dined around here?"

"Whenever she's through being a maid, I guess," he

murmured sleepily.

"God knows when that'll be. I haven't even seen your

garage yet."

* * *

At her request he dined her back at Mama Todd's--she

hated the rhubarb pie, though--then wined her back on the

sundeck with a bottle of imported something which, she

assured him, more than made up for the pie. They spoke

little, simply sat and drank and watched what the valley

allowed of a beautiful sunset. Finally, as the last shards

of day faded, he said, "You're awfully quiet. Dare I hope

you've learned to appreciate isolation and detachment after

all?"

"I must admit there's a lot to be said for it," she

sighed.

"Well, at the risk of disturbing your reverie, I'd

better get a blanket. It's going to get cold in a hurry."

He lurched to his feet, rolled the door open, and stepped

quickly inside.



151

"If you had any more vino we wouldn't need a blanket,"

she shouted to him.

He returned carrying the heavy patchwork quilt. "I'm

not carrying you to bed again," he said. "All that work this

afternoon gave me a sore back." He slid next to her and

helped her drape the quilt over them.

She refilled their glasses, emptying the bottle, then

clinked her glass roughly against his. "Here's to bad backs,

virtue's last line of defense," she said, and drained half

her glass. Then she pulled the quilt tighter around them and

snuggled close.

Instinctively he put one arm around her, then waved the

other towards the sky. "You know, this is the way man was

meant to look at the stars--from a distance, and with

wonder."

"You really do hate being an astronaut, don't you?" Her

voice was muffled against his chest.

"Well, look around. Race riots in my home town,

millions of people around the world homeless and starving to

death, and what am I doing about it?"

"Right now you're drinking a fairly expensive wine on

the sundeck of a quarter-million-dollar house with someone

who wished you wouldn't talk about such things."

So she wasn't interested in helping him find his place,

eh? Well, he hadn't expected her to be. But, unexpectedly,
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her callousness had made him angry; she seemed not only to

be dismissing his search but also the worldwide distress

which had started him on it.

"What do you expect me to do?" he demanded. "You think

I should ignore these 'things' the way the proponents of the

New World Spirit do?"

"No, but you don't need to get suicidal over them,

either." She gripped his arm and snuggled closer. "Look,

you're losing track of yourself. You're obviously sick to

death of the New World Spirit's party platform. But you

can't live life based on knowing what you don't want."

"Then help me figure out what I do want," he pleaded.

She looked up sharply. "Why want anything more than

this? You've got a beautiful home, peace and tranquility--"

"It's not enough. I feel like I've deceived the world

for so long that I should, well, give something back."

"You're the one who's been deceived, Dick. You've been

molded and shaped and used, and when your usefulness ends

you'll be discarded. The world should give something back

to you."

"But it won't."

"Then you've got to take something."

"Like what?"

She looked away. "Time, for one thing. Take time for

life's simple pleasures. I know that sounds corny, but the
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first thing you should do is learn to enjoy life again. You

can't expect to help others do so until you can."

He smiled. "That's even more corny. You have a wise

old grandmother somewhere who tells you all this?"

"No," she said seriously, "actually I got it from

Riley."

"Well, he certainly knows how to enjoy life," he

grunted.

He drained his glass, then held it up so the light of

the rising moon made tiny prisms of the remaining wine

droplets. "I don't think I could be a hedonist like he is,

though," he sighed presently, lowering the glass. "I don't

believe in living thrill to thrill."

Her head was back against his chest. "I'm not saying

you should."

"Then what are you saying?"

"First of all, you've got to deal with your guilt about

this accident. You're wearing it around like a sling. Even

if it was your fault--which I don't for a moment believe--

you mustn't let it make you into another casualty. Second,

if I hated being an astronaut half as much as you did, I'd

get General Curtis on the phone right now and...." She

raised her eyebrows.

"Yeah, it's about time I stopped talking about quitting

and actually did it," he declared as he threw back the
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blanket and stood.

He almost made it to the phone before he stopped.

"Well, go on!" Vicki snarled from the doorway, like an

angry duchess discharging a servant.

He turned slowly and smiled at her. "I can't. At

least, not over the phone. I owe him the courtesy of

telling him in person."

"That means you'd have to go back to Washington," she

scolded.

"I think I could stomach it for the short time it would

take."

She darted into the room, swirled past him. "Then we'd

better go right now, before you change your mind."

"Why do you think I'll change my mind?" He

unconsciously sank onto the couch. "I already feel like a

tremendous weight's been lifted from me. Don't worry, I'm

not going to spoil that for anything."

"All right, but if you show the slightest sign of

wavering..."" She brandished her foot.

"I won't, I won't!" he cried, waving his hands. "My

butt hurts enough as it is!" She rewarded him with a

dazzling smile.

In front of the couch, they had piled the many old

towels and rags from the afternoon's labors; Bradford's

announced intention had been to let them dry, then burn them
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in the fireplace as a means of rationing his wood supply.

Vicki looked down at them. "God, this place was dirty," she

declared. "Think they're dry yet?"

"Some of them should be," he said, and knelt next to

the pile. "Help me get them into the fireplace."

She knelt on the other side of the pile and began

squeezing the rags. He turned his back to her to toss a

damp towel aside; next moment an especially smelly towel hit

him in the head. He peeled it off and hurled it back in the

direction of her laugh, then immediately followed with

another. He ducked her next volley, but then she was on top

of him, smearing his face with a rag caked in grease from

the refrigerator pan. He grabbed her shoulders and rolled

over on top of her; to his surprise she locked her lips on

his, then encircled his neck with her arms and his waist

with her legs.

"What are you doing?" he gasped when their lips parted.

Her eyes sparkled up at him. "I think we've been people

long enough," she whispered, and kissed him lightly.

"What do you mean?"

She played with his hair. "Weren't you listening? I

called you Dick." And she grabbed his collar and pulled his

mouth down on hers.

* * *

CBS woke them early next morning. After two minutes of
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monosyllables she hung up and spoke lifelessly. "Back to

Washington. White House beat. Looks like I get to lust

after the President after all. Perhaps he personally

requested me."

She sat with her back to him; he pulled himself over

and played with her hair. During the night he'd wanted to

drown in its softness. "So where does that leave us?" he

joked.

"Dick, please, it's not funny." She stood and shook

her hair several times, like she would rid a mop of dust.

She strolled to the closet where he kept his robe; he

marveled at the way she carried herself--even more

unselfconsciously than when she was dressed. After wrapping

herself in the robe she went around the other side of the

bed, smiling distractedly at him, then contemplated her open

suitcase on the dressing table.

"You're not leaving now?" he asked with some alarm.

"I've got to get back," she answered harshly.

"But it's Saturday! And the President's still in

Paris! Probably got half the women in France lined up

outside his room."

"Do you think I'm happy about it? Just when I've

gotten used to this place I have to go."

He leaned back against the bedstead, picked a strand of

her hair off the pillows and began playing with it. "Well
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hell, I'll just go with you."

She gaped at him. "But--I can't ask you to--"

"I've got to go anyway, Vicki. To tell Curtis I quit,

remember? I'll find a way to survive afterwards."

She came over and practically fell into his arms.

"Just promise me you'll take care of your back." She didn't

finish packing for some time.

* * *

She finally convinced him to wait until Monday to fly

to DC. She had to be briefed on White House press protocol,

she explained, and was likely to be out of pocket most of

the weekend. Also, the more "detachment and isolation" he

could get, the better: it was essential Curtis recognize

how much healthier emotionally Bradford would be away from

the program.

He drove her to the airport. She told him to keep the

car-- "If CBS gives me any trouble about it," she said,

"I'll tell them it's part of the hook." That night he

cashed in his rain check at the Schmidts. As was their

custom after dinner they played Monopoly, and perhaps it was

a good omen that, for the first time in at least fifteen

games, Bradford won.

2

"Taking the day off,, Son?"

The President knew the sharp tone was only a sham.
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"No, Dad," he groaned, playing along, "it's lunchtime."

"Right. I guess even people trying to save the world

have to eat. How's it going?"

"Slow. "

"That slow, eh? According to the news reports you've

worked miracles."

"Oh, the Israelis have signed the Treaty, all right,

but that was a given. We have the Russians to thank for

that, anyway--their seizing the missiles opened a lot of

eyes. Basically, though, we've been dead in the water all

week. The Arabs and Israelis seem to be looking for new

ways to hate each other, like a couple of street gangs.

They're entire nations, though, two of the oldest cultures

in history. Makes me wonder what our culture's going to be

like in four thousand years. Anyway, it's a situation

unique in world politics, and it's got me completely

buffaloed."

"Well, give it time, Son. Anything that's lasted as

long as the Arab-Israeli conflict is likely to take a little

longer than a week to resolve."

"But the world doesn't have the time, Dad! We've got

to move on to more important things."

"Like space exploration?"

"For one, yes. "

"Saw that Ben Curtis paid you a special visit earlier
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today. Doesn't sound like he shed much light on the

accident, though."

The President paused before replying. "No, he didn't.

But I really wasn't concerned about the accident. Whatever

happened, he's best qualified to deal with it. We discussed

his reaction to Major Murphy's funeral instead." He

repeated Reinhart's report. "I feel like hell for bawling

him out," he concluded, "but it had to be done."

"Well," the old man breathed, "I must say I agree with

Curtis. The salute and overflight are traditions. They're no

more warlike than crackin' a chestnut.1"

"Yeah, but Dad--aw hell, it's what those traditions

represent. Murphy's death was not a military death."

"Son, let's stop this argument before it starts. I

know how you feel about the military. If you want to hash

it all out again, that's fine. What's really bothering you

is that Curtis is on the front lines, while you're stuck

there, fighting what you think is a mopping-up action. What

you don't realize is that mopping up is just as important as

an all-out offensive."

"I know: 'Never proceed until you've consolidated your

gains.'"

"Well now, there's no need to be sarcastic."

"Sorry. It's just that sometimes your homilies wear a

little thin."
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"Frankly, so does your lack of patience," the old man

snapped. "For your information, you have a little mopping up

to do here at home as well."

The President took a deep breath, let it out slowly.

"You mean Doug Bearden's attempts to generate support for my

impeachment."

"That's exactly what I mean. Everyone thinks these

stories he's told about what went on in the Situation Room

Easter Eve are the ramblings of a megalomaniac. But I know

Doug Bearden, and even if he is a bit thin-skinned he's not

the sort to make up things like that." He paused, then

continued in a low voice, "I had a long phone conversation

with him last night. He asked me how any son of mine could

have done what you did. The man practically called me a

traitor."

The old man's shame was almost palpable. Furious, the

President cried, "That son of a bitch! Maybe I should tell

you the kind of thing Bearden does make up!" He began a

summary of Case Cinco de Mayo.

But the old man cut him off. "Son, that's beside the

point. Now you've never let me in on what went on that

night, and I probably shouldn't care--"

"Then nobody else should care, either," the President

groaned in exasperation. "'What went on' isn't important.

What is important is that, because of it, everyone's here in
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Paris talking."

"Dammit, will you let me finish a sentence? You can't

just sweep something like this under the rug. True or

false, you've got to make some sort of public response to

these charges! You've got to come clean, Son, if you expect

the rest of the world to do the same."

"On the contrary, I've got to sweep it under the rug.

I can't let the world see me worrying about a disgruntled

ex-general who thinks I didn't play exactly by the rules."

"Well, I don't know--"

"And don't you see--this kind of thing just proves my

point about Curtis. He complains about my lack of respect

for military tradition. Well, I'm sorry, Dad, but Bearden's

actions confirm that there's nothing there to respect.

'Discipline before thought, duty before conviction.' 'Attack

when necessary, defend where possible.' Come on--mankind

can't go into space with a mindset like that! If ignoring

men like Curtis, and Bearden, and yes, even you, will put

the military in its place, then I'll ignore them, regardless

of what they're up to."

There was silence at the other end; the President

imagined his father sitting in his study, knuckles white as

he gripped the phone, eyes red with anger. For some reason

he remembered a Bible verse, one of the old man's favorites,

about "getting your house in order," and he wondered how
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could he expect to mold a lasting world peace if he kept

having these arguments with his father.

"Look, Dad, I appreciate your concern," he said in a

conciliatory tone. "And I realize man has to put more

things behind him than just militarism. We can't afford to

take any of our old attitudes with us. It's as simple and

as complex as that."

"I just hope you realize how complex it truly is," the

old man muttered after an age.

"We'll realize it. We have to. Because when we finally

meet an alien race, or God, or whoever there is out there,

we've got to be as pure as the driven snow."

3

In another section of Paris, a limousine inched along a

crowded boulevard, its driver loudly cursing his unfortunate

choice of profession as much or more than he cursed the

other drivers. In the limo's back seat, trying to tune out

the chauffeur's epithets, were Ed Reinhart and Soviet

Special Envoy Aleksei Bolkoniev.

Bolkoniev looked like a tiger. He was tall and broad,

had bright green eyes, and a mane of brown hair swept down

his thick neck to his shoulders. His large moustache and

pointed beard completed the picture, and his voice never

rose above a low rumble. He had been Reinhart's opposite a

number of years before, during one of the more ineffectual
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rounds of arms limitation talks; his offer of lunch had

therefore come as something of a surprise.

"An excellent meal, Edward," Bolkoniev belched. The car

lurched every time he shifted in his seat, which he

frequently did. "I fear, however, that I shall be paying

for it in an other than monetary fashion for several hours

to come."

"And I as well, Aleksei Alekseivitch," Reinhart

grunted. He feared he'd get seasick if Bolkoniev bounced

around much more.

"I am glad we have been able finally to get to know one

another as human beings, rather than as extensions of our

governments," Bolkoniev went on. "Sitting across the table

from someone during tedious hours of arms limitation talks

is no way to begin a friendship." Impulsively he offered

Reinhart his hand; his red face held a nervous smile as he

announced, "I find I am very glad to know you, Edward."

Reinhart smiled back and shook hands warmly. "I'm very

glad to know you, Aleksei Alekseivitch. To be frank, I was

a bit apprehensive when you suggested lunching together."

"I was apprehensive in asking. But it is remarkable

how much more we have learned of one another." Bolkoniev

had grown still; Reinhart decided he'd been more nervous

than uncomfortable. "You have told me of your family, your

home, your very hopes and dreams. Such things tend to
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enlarge my vision of you, while the demands of your

government diminished it."

"Demands of government tend to do that," Reinhart said.

"People are people first, and should represent their own

ideals, or, as you put it, their hopes and dreams, rather

than those of their governments."

"And your President shares this view?"

"He's made it the foundational philosophy of his

administration."

"Ah yes, the 'New World Spirit.'" He shifted in his

seat, appeared to study Reinhart. "I saw an intriguing news

item today. It concerned your Colin Welland, reputedly the

wealthiest man in the world."

Mildly puzzled by the change of topic, Reinhart

offered the Russian a bemused grin. "He's not 'ours',

Alexsei Alekseivitch. He just happens to live in America.

He's his own person."

"With thirty billion dollars in assets, Colin Welland

is very much his own person. But I was referring to his

half-billion-dollar contribution to your toxic waste

disposal efforts."

"It's very generous."

"On the contrary, it's hardly generous when you

consider he has twenty-nine-and-a-half billion more to

give." The Russian's eyes gleamed with mischief.
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"It's quite likely he'll give more. But if he doesn't,

that's fine. We don't force our people to do the right

thing."

"You have in the past," Bolkoniev protested jovially.

"You have drafted men to fight military campaigns. Why not

draft funds to fight an ecological one?" He lowered his

voice. "Or is money untouchable, whereas human life is

not?"

"I'll admit our values can be a bit skewed at times."

Reinhart responded firmly.

"'Skewed?"'

"Out of kilter. Flawed."

"Ah. It would seem your values are, er, skewed most

often where money is concerned. Do you deny that every

American is encouraged--to the detriment of things more

important--to match or surpass Colin Welland's achievement?"

Reinhart played with the end of his tie. "We don't

expect our people to be rich, just to be happy."

Bolkoniev slapped his knee and laughed. "An excellent

answer to a difficult question! Permit me to ask another.

Do you deny that, in America, a citizen's worthiness is

judged by how much money he makes, not by what he believes

or how he behaves?"

"Perhaps. But that judgment isn't official. It's not

institutionalized.1"
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"Oh so? Every 'institution' in your country, even the

church, encourages your people to spend, spend, spend! And

it looks down upon them if they do not. I see a great

tyranny there, my friend. I see a brand of indoctrination

and repression just as evil as that which we Soviets

practiced for so many years."

"I think you're wrong, Aleksei Alekseivitch," Reinhart

said evenly after a moment. "The American people are

nothing like your cynical description of them."

"I did not mean to suggest they were. I do suggest,

however, that the United States may be as blind to its,

shall we say, deficiencies, as the Soviet Union has been."

"I'll be the first to admit capitalism has had its side

effects."

"Then I must ask," Bolkoniev said urgently, "why the

United States insists on foisting an imperfect system upon

the rest of the world. Is that not, again, just what the

Soviet Union attempted to do for so long? Our tools were

ideological, yours are technological. We offered a new view

of history, you offer a new view of the future. Come, my

friend, are we really that different?"

Reinhart had to grin. "We're talking about the New

World Spirit again, aren't we?"

Bolkoniev grinned back. "My dear Edward, we never

stopped talking about it."
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"Well, perhaps we could talk about something other than

its alleged weaknesses. Try thinking of the New World

Spirit as a miracle drug. It'll cure ninety-nine percent of

what ails the world, and its side effects--if there are any

--will be a small price to pay."

"I pray you're right, my friend," the Russian said.

"Ultimately, it is the fate of great, sweeping movements

like the New World Spirit, or Communism, to be reduced

eventually to their --yes, let us call them side effects.

For us, these were the brutality, the imperialism, the near-

destruction of our natural environment. They obscured much

that was, and still is, good about socialism. Curiously,

they fueled Communism's momentum long after the ideology

itself had been rejected. The weaknesses of your system will

have the same effect on the New World Spirit, Edward: like

any fuel, they will come to be seen as more important than

that which they are fueling."

Reinhart offered him a wide smile. "Aleksei

Alekseivitch, you are a philosopher."

"No, Edward, I am an overweight Russian who again has

eaten too much." He looked with sorrow down at his stomach.

"Don't be too hard on yourself," Reinhart muttered with

a glance at his own growing paunch. "After what we go

through at the negotiating table we're entitled to indulge

ourselves at the dinner table."
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"May the day soon come when we no longer have need of

visiting the negotiating table, my friend,"' Bolkoniev

intoned. He looked at Reinhart as would a starving man, or

like someone given a harsh sentence trying to plead for

mercy.

But Reinhart needed no such emprecations. "May the day

soon come," Reinhart echoed solemnly, sincerely. He was

rewarded by Bolkoniev's broad smile.

4

It was after midnight. Humdingher awaited Lopescu's

pleasure in the crowded bed-sitting room of a musty old

safehouse.

Humdingher had no idea where in Paris he was; a car had

collected him and they'd driven for what had seemed like

hours. Whether the driver was CIA or worked for Lopescu

personally was also open to conjecture. All this

cloak-and-dagger stuff was irritating, but Humdingher

recognized that it was more for his benefit than Lopescu's:

it would certainly cost him his job--for starters--should

anyone, especially Reinhart, tumble to their meeting.

He hoped Lopescu appreciated the way he'd used Ben

Curtis as a diversion. The media, to say nothing of the

President and his attendant eyes and ears, had fallen all

over themselves for Curtis, thus allowing Lopescu to slip

into town virtually unnoticed. On the other hand, slipping
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into towns unnoticed was supposed to be second-nature to

spies.

The sound of footsteps and then of voices flared

outside the room; next moment Lopescu appeared. He'd been

living in London since his dismissal, and he looked the

perfect English gentleman. He unwrapped the scarf from

around his face, carefully removed the bowler hat and set it

on a table, laid the trenchcoat across the back of a chair,

and set the umbrella neatly against the wall. He smiled and

offered Humdingher his hand; his eyes, however, were very

cold.

"You're looking well, sir, " he said, and seated himself

aristocratically in a weary chair in the center of the room.

"They say the President's got a cold. I'm afraid I'm getting

one. This miserable weather doesn't seem to have bothered

you, though."

"Weather seldom does," Humdingher responded evenly. "I

guess I'm immune." Lopescu had laid his coat over the only

other chair in the room. Not bothering to hide his

irritation Humdingher tried to make himself comfortable on

the bed. "So what's the latest on Bearden? I trust

your...exile hasn't made it too difficult to keep tabs on

him."

"Not at all," Lopescu replied, maintaining his

upper-crust congeniality. "Logistically it's more involved,
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of course, but for that reason the lines of communication

are open that much wider."

"Look, Bob, spare me your esoteric bullshit and just

answer the question."

Lopescu ignored the taunt in his practiced fashion.

"All right. So far, Bearden's accusations have fallen

largely on deaf ears--"

"As we knew they would--and not because no one believes

them, either. That's just it, Bob, the part of this whole

business that gets me the most: The Boss could've told the

country he'd been ready to sacrifice the Sixth Fleet, and no

one would have so much as breathed hard. Hell, he could've

bragged about it, could've spat on the Constitution right

there on worldwide television, and we all would've spat on

it with him. This guy can get away with anything! Since the

Treaty, the United States--and most of the rest of the

world--has virtually deified him. And he's wasting it!

Instead of standing up and dictating to the world he 'makes

suggestions,' he 'moderates negotiations,' he--hell, he

washes the world's feet. I just"--he jammed a thumb into

his mouth--don't understand it."

He stood, moved slowly to a window. Like all of the

house's windows it was nailed shut and covered with a

layer of black enamel. "When I found out about Cinco de

Mayo I was, as you know, overjoyed. The answer to our



171

prayers, and all that. But then"--he turned, held out his

arms--"I realized that utilizing it was out of the question!

If we broke the Treaty, the Treaty our beloved President had

'suggested,' how would that make him look? In some people's

eyes he'd seem like nothing less than the Antichrist, and

the greatest opportunity this nation has ever had to truly

influence the world would go down the drain." He sighed,

returned to his seat. "So I had you leak the plan to the

Russians, leaving Bearden as the only loose end." He smiled.

"I thought you handled him very nicely. Too bad it cost you

your job."

"My dismissal was anticipated," Lopescu said without

emotion. "The President could never let what I said to

Bearden go unanswered without alienating the military even

more than he already has."

"Come on, Bob, we both know soothing the military was

the farthest thing from his mind."

He suddenly felt Lopescu's glare. He began gnawing

another fingernail and quipped, "What else is happening in

the world? If it's anything interesting we may not have to

meet on the sly like this much longer."

Again, Lopescu refused to rise to the bait. "I think

you'll find this more than merely 'interesting,'" he said

with no little condescension as he handed Humdingher a file.

"In fact, the contents of that file may render all other
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world events meaningless."

Frowning, Humdingher opened the file and began to read.

Five dreamlike minutes later, he tore himself away from it

and slammed it shut. He stared at the garish CIA insignia

for a moment; then, perhaps believing he could better grasp

the file's staggering implications by trivializing them, he

said, "So you're spying on the space program. I thought

that was the FBI's territory."

"It is." Neither smug nor petulant, Lopescu had merely

stated a fact.

"Are there any other operations currently in place

which violate the Company's charter?"

"In other words, are we spying on US citizens within

the US for any purposes other than those set out in that

file? No, we are not."

"Who authorized you to do so in this case?"

"No one. We more or less did it on our own."

"Go on."

"To be candid, we were covering ourselves. The object

was to make the Company indispensible to the President by

using it to protect the space program."

"But again, that's the FBI's job. Were you planning on

buying the Bureau off or something?"

Lopescu smiled thinly. "I'd better not answer that

one, sir. I'm afraid I'd tend to--undermine my
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credibility."

"Among other things. Tell me this, then: If there'd

been nothing to protect the program from, would you have

invented something?"

"Perhaps," Lopescu answered after a thoughtful pause.

"But nothing like this."

This impertinance snapped Humdingher out of his stupor.

He reacquainted himself with his surroundings, then tossed

Lopescu the file. "Let's get to the punchline, shall we?

Are we dealing with an alien encounter here or not?"

"Surely you can't expect an informed answer at this

stage."

"All right then, let's talk about what you do know,

namely what happened to Murphy." He stood, returned to the

window. "The autopsy says he was--frightened to death. How

could the doctors tell something like that?" He turned,

faced Lopescu expectantly.

For the first time since Humdingher had known him,

Lopescu appeared worried. "I'm not quite sure, Mr.

Humdingher, but it has something to do with certain fluids--

or certain levels of fluids--in the heart muscle at the time

of death. It seems Murphy's heart was--"

"Saturated." Humdingher returned to his seat, wrung his

hands. "And those marks on his body, as if he'd been

attacked by a tentacled monster--" Abruptly he threw up his
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hands and cried, "Tentacles, goddammit! What the hell's

next--the War of the Worlds?"

He stood again, moved slowly into the center of the

room; shaking his head, arms folded tightly in front of him,

he stared rigidly at the floor, as if afraid of what he

might see elsewhere. "Please, Bob," he said in a low, not

quite shaking voice, "please tell me the Russians could have

built that installation."

"They could have," Lopescu replied immediately, "but

they couldn't have gotten it to the Moon."

"All right, don't tell me." He leaned against the

wall. "I suppose it's too much to hope that it's a secret

CIA project that died from lack of funding."

Lopescu was no more accomodating this time. "Sorry.

You might check with the National Security Agency, though.

This kind of thing seems more up their alley."

For a moment Humdingher thought Lopescu was serious.

"Well, it's got to be someone here on Earth. If we start

believing in tentacled monsters we're beaten before we

start--" He stopped as he realized Lopescu had been joking,

and that he'd fallen for it.

But before he could retaliate he realized something

else. "Why hasn't Curtis told the President any of this?"

"Maybe he hasn't been able to," Lopescu offered

perfunctorily. "The President has been pretty busy--"
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"Bob, he asked Curtis to come to Paris today to explain

the incident."

"And Curtis said nothing at all?"

"Not a word. Which makes me wonder if this isn't all

some sort of gigantic scam--cooked up by the FBI, perhaps--

to make the CIA look stupid."

At last Humdingher had succeeded in annoying Lopescu.

"Mr. Humdingher, if I may say so, I think you're

complicating this thing unnecessarily. Curtis undoubtedly

surmised that now is not the best time to brief the

President on this matter."

"Horseshit. If Ben Curtis has done anything for his

country he's given new meaning to the word 'obsequious."'

"On the other hand, Curtis may simply be afraid to

admit failure."

"You mean, you think he might be afraid for his job?"

He grinned. "Well, I guess it takes one to know one, eh,

Bob?"

There was a brief, gratifying flash in Lopescu's eyes.

Flushed with victory Humdingher moved away from the wall and

stood before Lopescu. "All right, the preponderance of the

evidence suggests we are in fact dealing with a subsurface

lunar installation, built by persons or beings unknown, for

purposes unknown, possibly hostile." Lopescu nodded. "What

specific measures are being taken to secure more
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information?"

"Colonel Bradford is under close surveillance. Results

are indeterminate so far. He's currently at his home in St.

Louis."

"Probably feeling sorry for himself," Humdingher

grunted. "He seems to be the type. Well, stay on him, he's

Curtis's right-hand man. What about Jones's wife?"

"Not a factor. Mighty pretty lady, though."

Humdingher almost laughed. "Why Bob, I didn't know you

were interested in such things."

Lopescu grinned icily. "There are many things you

don't know about me, Mr. Humdingher.1"

Humdingher grinned back. "Well, since I'm signing your

meal ticket, maybe it's time I learned some of those

'things.'" He backed lazily to his chair and sat back,

hands linked across his ample chest.

But Lopescu smiled at him. "On the other hand, sir,

there are many things I know about you."

"You can't blackmail me, Bob," Humdingher said softly,

fighting a sudden chill. "If you do, I'll tell the Boss

you leaked Cinco de Mayo, and you'll be arrested for

treason."

"I doubt it. In this crazy world I'll probably be

acclaimed a hero. He might even give me my job back before

you could."
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He stood and, still smiling, gathered his coat, hat,

scarf, and umbrella. "I assume you're going to emulate

Curtis, and keep this matter from him for now?" he asked

from the doorway.

Humdingher took a deep breath, exhaled loudly, as if he

were tired of Lopescu's posturing. But it was only a

performance; Lopescu had clearly won. "Yes, I think so.

The President is too busy to hear something like this now.

He's got to give his full attention to these negotiations.

Besides, the data we have really doesn't add up to anything

yet. We'll wait a little longer."

"Very well. I'll contact you as the situation

demands."

As he opened the door Humdingher stood and approached

him. "Bob," he said in a conciliatory tone, "thanks for

coming to me, and not to Ed."

"I took this to Mr. Reinhart the day I resigned, sir, "

Lopescu replied. "He didn't want to see it--or me. I

brought it to you only because I felt someone should know."

And he slipped soundlessly out.

5

Curtis met Bradford Monday afternoon at Dulles. Though

chipper, Curtis looked like he had aged ten years and had

slept in his uniform several nights in a row. He didn't ask

Bradford anything about home at all, acted in fact as if
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Bradford had been gone only a short time, perhaps on a

quick, last-minute flight from NASA to Orlando.

"We parted friends but it's as stern a warning as I

care to receive." He might have been resuming a

conversation interrupted only momentarily; Bradford had to

think a minute before he realized Curtis was talking about

his trip to Paris. "We need another mission now more than

ever, if only to prove we're as gung-ho as he expects."

"What did he have to say about what happened?" Bradford

stalled.

"Never even brought it up."

"You mean you didn't tell him anything?"

"What was I supposed to do--insist?" Then, by way of

apology, he softened. "I tell you he never mentioned it.

And the way things were going.... "

Things weren't going very well here, either, Bradford

thought. There was no telling what Curtis would say or do

if Bradford dropped his little bombshell now. After all

they'd been through together, Bradford preferred they part

as friends. On the other hand, friendship didn't seem too

high a priority to Curtis, who no doubt was about to pop the

question about commanding the new mission. That had been

reason enough to resign a week ago.

out with it. "Ben, I--"

"Dick, before you say anything I want to make one thing
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clear. I'm not going to ask you to command the mission."

Instantly suspicious, Bradford demanded, "What do I

have to do instead?"

"Nothing!" Curtis cried, much too comfortingly. "You

can sit this one out. Naturally, we'd welcome your support,

but--"

"You'd 'welcome my support?' Ben, what are you trying

to say? Have I been relieved as senior flight officer? Are

you trying to fire me?"

Curtis seemed to steel himself. "The President...wants

some new blood. Nothing personal against you."

"Like hell. The President knows exactly how I feel."

Abruptly he smiled. "Well, that just makes things easier."

"Makes what easier?"

"Ben, I came back here to resign."

Curtis immediately relaxed, as if a weight had been

lifted from him. He shook his head slightly and smiled his

best fatherly smile. "Dick, I'm sorry. This thing has just

snowballed and snowballed. I wish it didn't have to end

this way."

"No you don't," Bradford groaned.

"Yes I do," Curtis insisted. "The President wanted me

to fire you, but I refused. There'd've been a place for you

with this project till hell froze."

"Well, I understand it's been unseasonably cold in
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Paris." Then, anger swelling in him, Bradford demanded,

"Was I ever really your friend, Ben?"

"I don't understand--"

"Of course you understand. I was never a human being

to you. I was just some tool you could use to get the job

done. You never wanted me around for who I was, just for

what I could do."

Curtis fidgeted like a child awaiting punishment. "You

are--were--are a ... difficult person to like at times...."

His voice faded and he looked away.

"Go on! "

"Well, your views are... .well, they're certainly

not--not mainstream. And then of course there's your

moodiness, your ... tendency to withdraw into yourself

when... .hell, I don't know when. I've never been able to

figure out why you did it. I guess I was wrong when I

thought the program could provide whatever was missing from

your life."

"Missing from my life?" Bradford exploded. "As if

there's nothing at all missing from yours!" Suddenly he

grinned savagely. "But then why should there be? You've

got the house and family in the suburbs, the six-figure

income, and at least until recently you were the apple of

the Pres ident's eye. But you know something? You haven't

got a clue, and what's worse is you know you don't. So you
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just work harder. You've attached yourself to this program

as if it were a kidney machine, hoping it'll remove the

impurities of emptiness from your soul. You're just like

all the rest of the New World Spiriters--you've made sure

you've got so many exciting things going on you don't have

time to face the truth of the matter. And that's because

you know the truth hurts. I probably shouldn't be

surprised, though--if there's one thing that characterizes

American society these days it's the avoidance of pain."

"On the other hand," Curtis muttered, "there are those

who hide behind their pain, wear it around like a blanket."

"Just what the hell do you know about pain? Were you

up there trying to bring Murphy back to life? No, you

weren't. And can you stand to look in Billy's eyes and tell

him he may never see his father alive again? I very much

doubt it." He stared at the floor. "As a matter of fact,

that's another good reason to resign. I may have to tell

him."

"Now Dick, that's unfair."

"Is it? You know, Ben, I'm feeling a lot of things

right now, but what I feel most is cheated--you know, like

I've paid a lot of money for something really cheap. I've

discovered that, all those times you agreed with me, agreed

that the President was pushing us too hard, you were just

trying to shut me up. I've given you my loyalty, my
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support, hell, the best years of my life, and what have I

gotten for it?"

"Obviously not what you wanted."

"What I wanted? That was never an issue. It was

always what NASA wanted, what the President wanted, what the

world needed! Can't you understand what I'm saying? By your

own admission you thought you could use the program to fill

a void that you perceived in my soul. But all you did was

make things worse. And that's all the space program is doing

for the world! The space program--or any other form of

deterministic mania--is no more a solution to the world's

problems than the A-bomb was to the problem of war. And I'm

not the only one who feels that way."

Abruptly he turned away, threw up a hand in defeat.

"But what am I wasting my breath for? If I couldn't

convince you before I'm certainly not going to be able to

convince you now. Let's just... .end it."

"I wish you wouldn't," Curtis responded with surprising

strength. "Who else have you got? How many of these people

who feel the way you do can you honestly call friends?

Look, just because I said you're a difficult person to

like--"

"I said let's end it!"

"All right," Curtis deferred, "suit yourself. You

always have."
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"I never have. But it's about time I started."

A long silence followed. Bradford, shocked by the

depths of his resentment, sat numbly. Curtis sat

inscrutably in a corner of the seat, staring into the middle

distance and playing with his lower lip.

Presently he turned, smiled at Bradford as if nothing

had happened. "I suppose you'll want to say goodbye to

Jones and Billy and Gabriella. "

"Maybe just to Jones and Billy," Bradford replied. He

smiled involuntarily, which elicited a smile from Curtis.

"Ben, I'm sorry," he heard himself say.

"No, Dick, I'm the one who should apologize. I did use

you. But everybody uses everybody else to a certain extent

in this world. Maybe that's why I've embraced this program

the way I have--to help myself forget I'm being used, too."

"I don't think so, Ben, but if you want to believe

that, go right ahead." He paused, gathered himself. "And

in answer to your question about who else I've got, her name

is Vicki Willingham, and she just signed a contract with

CBS. In other words--"

"In other words I'd better not come looking for you or

she'll get the program's dirty laundry as well as yours.

You realize I could have you arrested for that," he added,

grinning.

"Ben, I think we understand each other at last,"
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Bradford chuckled, and, on impulse, offered Curtis his hand.

* * *

At Walter Reed he ran into Gabriella almost

immediately.

"Thank God you're here, Dick!" she cried, throwing her

arms around him. "I knew you'd come as soon as you could."

Stunned, he offered no resistance as she grabbed his

hand and towed him after her like a mother would a baby

carriage. "How was home?" she asked.

"Oh, fine," Bradford stammered. "A bit lonely, I

guess," he added, and immediately wondered why--was there

some part of him, a part Vicki hadn't conquered, that still

hoped to secure Gabriella's attentions? And why was she so

glad to see him?

"I'm sorry about the way I acted last time," she

sighed. "I was angry at everybody."

"You had every right to be," Bradford said limply.

She stopped, turned. "But what happened on the Moon

wasn't your fault. And it was unreasonable of me to expect

the government to pay for Grant's funeral. Uncle Sam

already has his martyr."

Her eyes grew wide. "There, I've said it. He won't

recover. Help me make peace with that, will you, Dick?"

"Sure," he muttered, struggling for control. She smiled

and hugged him quickly, then went on down the corridor, not
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towing him any more, yet not letting go his hand. He tried

to ask what was going on, but found he couldn't, because to

do so would make him look a fool.

Billy Jones's bed creaked incongruously in a sea of

gleaming electronic gadgetry. He sat up, waved, and shouted,

"Hi, Unca Dick! Am I glad to see you!"

"Ah, you must be Colonel Bradford." A short, swarthy

figure appeared, as if from some dark corner. "Peter Van

Heusen," it purred, and held out its hand, which Bradford

shook reluctantly. "Now Billy, you promised you would try

to go back to sleep," Van Heusen continued, his inflection

appropriate for a favorite laboratory chimp.

The boy ignored him. "Unca Dick, my daddy's not gonna

die, is he?" he pleaded.

"Just because he dies in your dreams doesn't mean he

really will," Van Heusen said testily.

"But I dreamed about Mommy dying and she did die!" He

began to cry. An intimidating nurse appeared--like Van

Heusen, from out of nowhere--and set about shushing him; Van

Heusen rolled his eyes and shouted, "He's very tired," then

motioned for Bradford to accompany him outside.

"How long have you been here, Dr. Van Heusen?"

Bradford asked warily when the door had shut behind them.

"Since Saturday, when the nightmares began. I must

admit I thought nothing of them at first"--he was only
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faintly apologetic--"since such things are a fairly routine

symptom of severe emotional stress in children." He sighed.

"But Gabriella was insistent, and besides, who in my

profession wouldn't give his eyeteeth for a look around this

place, eh? The nightmares are just a bonus. I think--"

"Colonel Bradford!" Kearnes charged up and took

Bradford's hand in both of his; Van Heusen flushed, stepped

back, and folded his arms across his chest. "Has this man

told you anything?" Kearnes demanded breathlessly, then went

right on as if discounting the possibility. "We've got the

whole thing on tape, of course, and I tell you, it's

amazing!"

"What's amazing, Kearnes?" Bradford breathed.

"It's far more than just nightmares. Billy Jones has

been inside the installation!"

Bradford gaped at Kearnes, glanced at Van Heusen--who

wore a huge grin--then returned to Kearnes. "How is that

possible?" he demanded.

"He seems to believe the boy is capable of telepathy,"

Van Heusen explained dryly.

Bradford almost laughed. "First aliens, now telepathy.

What's next, Kearnes--the star child?"

"I've never been more serious in my life," Kearnes

begged. He stood there, staring at Bradford like a vagabond

pup.
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"Well? Go on!" Van Heusen sneered. "Explain how Billy

can be reading his father's mind even though by now that

mind is probably little more than a hardened sponge." He

grew grim. "Meanwhile, I've been a child psychologist for

over thirty years, and I can state with a high degree of

confidence that Billy's nightmares are a clear indication of

severe emotional distress."

"You have yet to explain the content of his

nightmares," Kearnes snapped. "The specificity of events,

precise detail--"

"The tapes, you fool," Ven Heusen hissed, "the ground

control tapes you give him to listen to."

"We didn't give him the tapes this time! Do you think

we'd let him listen to his father's capture?" He turned to

Bradford. "Colonel, this was an exceptionally finely-drawn

scenario, unusual even in veterans of extreme REM activity!"

"What you telling me, Kearnes--that it takes practice

to dream the way Billy's been dreaming?"

"In effect, yes. Through discipline, and under

controlled conditions, it is possible to--"

"Spare me," Bradford growled, and turned to Van Heusen.

"Look, if the boy's so upset maybe he shouldn't be here."

Kearnes suddenly seemed to undergo a metamorphosis.

"You move that boy an inch," he told Van Heusen in a hard,

confident tone, "and I'll slap you with a Federal
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restraining order. I ought to do it anyway, just to keep

you away from him."

"And suppose you're wrong, Kearnes?" Van Heusen

shouted, fists clenched. "Will that restraining order

protect you from charges of gross negligence?"

"Who'll protect you, Van Heusen? By your own admission

you're only interested in the sights to be seen at this

center. And you're only here at all because I acceded to

Gabi's wishes. As principle in charge of this case I can

easily change my mind."

Gabi's wishes? Bradford thought. Gabi's? "Look, you

two," he groaned, "all I need do to keep both of you away

from Billy is to call Ben. He'll have Sharpe lock you both

up and that'll be the end of it. But in the meantime,

Kearnes, in the absense of any hard evidence--"

Behind them, the door to Little Duke's room hissed

open. "He's asleep," Gabriella announced wearily. Then,

seeing Kearnes, she cried, "Don't listen to him, Dick!

Peter's right'! Billy's simply overtired, and--"

"Thanks, I'll take it under advisement," Bradford

snapped. For some reason her siding with the impish Van

Heusen rubbed him even more raw than Kearnes's use of her

nickname, a privilege allowed only a chosen few. And that

was enough to tip the scales in Kearnes's favor. "I'd like

to hear these tapes of yours," Bradford told him.
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"Dick, don't be ridiculous!" Gabriella wailed. Van

Heusen also seemed to wilt.

"Can't you see?" Bradford said, gaining strength from

their reactions. "There's no one better qualified to judge

their authenticity than myself. After all, I was there.

Let's go, Marshall," he ordered, and followed a suddenly

reenergized Kearnes down the corridor.

* * *

Kearnes's tiny office was awash in computer printouts.

Kearnes waded in, then stood behind his desk as if offering

Bradford a landmark by which to navigate. Bradford entered

tentatively, then abruptly lifted a pile of printouts from a

chair, dumped them on the floor, and sat. Kearnes appeared

unnerved by this and reached timidly into a desk drawer. He

produced a microrecorder, switched it on and placed it on

the desk in front of Bradford.

However, Bradford had thought of another, better reason

to get Kearnes alone; and after about thirty seconds he

reached forward and switched the recorder off. "Forget it,

Kearnes," he barked, "the kid's dreaming and that's it. And

unless you want me to broadcast this telepathy nonsense of

yours all over town, you're going to tell me what really

killed Murphy."

It took a moment for Kearnes to catch up; then he

cried, "You're bluffing! You'd be court-martialed in a
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minute!"

"Prosecuted maybe, but not court-martialed. As of

midnight tonight I'm off the payroll." He paused to savor

Kearnes's shock, then continued, "Even if I lost,, you'd be

ruined either way. On the other hand, you could tell me

about Murphy, and no one would be the wiser."

Unexpectedly, Kearnes smiled. "You go right ahead and

have your fun, Bradford. Your reputation almost guarantees a

conviction and stiff sentence. And do you think anyone's

going to listen to you after all the things you've said and

done? It looks like you've got a lot more to lose than you

think."

Something had changed Kearnes, Bradford decided; no

longer was he the easily-bullied bungler whose list of

screw-ups would require almost as much paper as there was in

his office. Suddenly he was aggressive, tenacious, almost as

if he'd discovered something in life worth fighting for;

and he'd forced Bradford to retreat, if only

temporarily.

Worse, Kearnes seemed to know he was winning, and had

chosen to be magnanimous in victory. "Look, Bradford, were I

in your position I'd feel the same way. But there are

certain protocols which must be observed."

"Yeah, the protocols of science-fiction fantasy,,"

Bradford muttered.
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Kearnes glowered at him, then abruptly stood and

marched to a locked file cabinet. He opened the middle

drawer, extracted a thick file which he tossed to Bradford,

closed and relocked the cabinet, and returned to the desk.

"I'm doing you a favor," he said as he sat again. "Van

Heusen hasn't even seen what you're looking at."

Bradford thumbed through a few pages, then looked up.

"This looks like Billy's psychological profile."

"It isn't." The smile had returned. "It's the results

of some specialized tests he underwent shortly after his

mother's death."

"Tests for what?"

"ESP, telekinesis, that sort of thing."

Bradford returned to the file, lifted a page. "This

says--"

"He scored highly."

Abruptly Bradford shut the file and tossed it on the

desk. "Why were these tests administered?" he demanded.

Impassive, Kearnes answered, "Apparently he foresaw his

mother' s death."

"That doesn't mean a thing. She had ovarian cancer.

Anybody could have forseen her death."

Kearnes's eyes flashed, and he turned away.

"Supposedly he 'felt' her die. They were on the way to the

hospital, and the boy started screaming. When they arrived,
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she was dead."

"I've heard the story, Kearnes," Bradford groaned.

"Billy and Beth were very close. These kinds of things

happen all the time, to ordinary people."

"Well, perhaps those ordinary people aren't so

ordinary," Kearnes returned stubbornly. "Perhaps this is the

first time a phenomenon like this has been correctly

identified."

Marshall Kearnes was lucky to correctly identify a

hangnail, Bradford thought. "You still haven't explained

how any of this is possible, given the obvious fact that

Jones is brain dead."

"And I won't be able to explain it until Van Heusen can

be gotten out of the way!" Kearnes whined. "I was lucky to

get those recordings! Why I ever let that idiot in

here.... " He suddenly grabbed the file, stood, and marched

to the cabinet.

"Why don't you just throw him out like you threatened?"

Bradford asked behind an amused grin.

Kearnes replaced the file and slammed the cabinet shut,

then leaned over the desk. "Be serious. If I did, he'd

file those charges of negligence out of sheer spite. The

resulting inquiry could shut down the program for months."

"What you're really afraid of is that he'll tell the

press you're hot for Gabriella, and that you're in charge of
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Jones's case." His words seemed to suck the life from

Kearnes, who hung there as if from a scaffold. Perhaps he

could be beaten after all.

But right now there were more important matters at

stake. Bradford stood, moved away from the desk. "I don't

suppose you've shown any of this to Ben?"

"I haven't had the chance!" Kearnes wailed. "He was

called to Paris suddenly, as you know, and he's been

incommunicado since his return."

Good answer, Bradford thought: Kearnes realized Curtis

would never believe him. But if Bradford presented this

material to him there was a chance--slim, but nevertheless a

chance--that Curtis would delay the new mission. And if

that delay only lasted a week, or even a day, cooler heads

might yet prevail.

He moved back towards the desk. "Let me have the

tapes. And the file, too. Ben'll come out of hibernation

for me, I'm his favorite boy. Then we'll--"

He stopped, stood very still, then looked slowly around

the office as if seeing it for the first time. He looked at

Kearnes, then at himself, then at Kearnes again, and

realized that Kearnes, in this new, overconfident and

utterly dispassionate incarnation, had become the perfect

reflection of the space program. And though it was doubtful

Kearnes possessed any sort of advanced powers of mind, he
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had effortlessly succeeded in drawing Bradford back into the

program's madness once again.

"Forget it," he said, and turned on his heel and strode

to the door. "Forget I was even here. Forget you know me. I

forgot that this place is not my responsibility anymore. I

should be miles away from here and, at the very least, the

happiest man alive."

The door opened and he stepped into the corridor. "You

know, Kearnes, you've got what it takes to be Curtis's new

'favorite boy.' You're willing to use anyone you can for the

cause, including a seven-year-old kid. Curtis should love

that." He set off down the corridor, shutting out Kearnes's

demands that he return.

* * *

He leaned against the outside door of Jones's room for

some time, staring at the shrouded bed; at length he walked

slowly up to the partition, flicked the lock, and pulled the

sliding doors aside. He stepped into the isolation chamber

and was greeted by the wheeze and click of the respirator.

He paused at the foot of the bed and absently scanned

Jones's chart, though it was of course nonsensical to him,

then moved slowly to the metal chair beside the bed, where

he sat and took Jones's hand in both of his. It was cold

and jagged somehow, like a rock. Bradford held it a long

time, tried to project his life into its lifelessness.
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Finally he let go, stood, left the chamber and shut the

doors. He surveyed the body again, and was disappointed

when it didn't yawn, leap to its feet and, by way of

greeting, impart some fact about Gabriella, geology,

railroads, or anything else dear to him.

He touched the partition briefly once more. "I'm

sorry, Grant," he said softly, "sorry about all of this."

Then he turned away and left the room.

Gabriella, the last obstacle to his successful

disconnection from the program, was just rounding the corner

when he emerged. He felt as if he were trying to kick an

addiction: if he looked at her one more time he'd always

want to look again. He began jogging the other way.

But her voice yanked him back as if he were on her

leash. "Dick! Wait'! Dr. Kearnes just told me you've... left

the program." She skittered up to him wearing a hopeful

smile.

He fixed his gaze on her exquisite feet; she wore

simple high heels that might have been a part of her.

"Actually, Ben fired me," he told her.

She reached down and raised his head. "Fired you?"

There was desolation in her eyes.

Bradford pulled away. "The President asked him to." He

raised an arm jauntily. "Hey, it makes me feel important.

Not many men in history have been fired by the President."
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He lowered his arm, rammed his hand into a pocket.

"Regardless of how it happened, I'm out of this mess at

last."

Silence fell, and he looked over at her. Her eyes

caught his for a moment, then she turned her back and began

fiddling in her purse. "I see," she said. "Must be nice to

be able to just fly away whenever you want to."

"Why don't you?" he heard himself ask.

She faced him again. She had lit a cigarette, and she

took a long drag and exhaled in his direction. "Because I

have responsibilities here," she said in an icy voice. "But

you're the sole survivor, the brave hero returned from the

jaws of death. You can go off and do as you please, and

damn the responsibility!"

Her sudden anger came like a body slam. He wanted to

argue with her, plead with her, convince her absolutely that

to stay--for both of them to stay--would be irresponsible.

But she'd never listen. "I'm leaving because I'm

useless here," he muttered, moving away again. "Ben agrees."

"Of course he agrees," she snapped, clattering after

him. "He's your best friend. But no one's offered me a

shoulder to cry on."

What about Kearnes? he demanded silently. What about

Van Heusen? How many others would there be, had there been?

He stopped, turned, and said, "Sympathy is one thing you'll
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never have to worry about, Gabriella. Goodbye." He resumed

his exit march.

This time her voice didn't affect him. "Don't go out of

your way, Dick. Don't do anything you absolutely don't have

to. Just be the hero, just ride into the sunset and collect

your rewards. They're all heroes care about anyway."

6

"Thanks for coming, Ed," the President smiled as

Reinhart entered the bedroom. "Sorry to keep you up so

late."

"No problem," Reinhart acknowledged, taking a seat.

"Actually I'd just gotten off the phone with Carol. She

sends her best."

"I hope you sent my best back." The President lay back

on the bed and linked his hands behind his head. "You never

did tell me how things went with Bolkoniev, by the way."

"Pretty well. He's a very intelligent and erudite

man." He shrugged. "We did tussle a bit."

"Oh? Over what?"

"The New World Spirit, mostly. He's not quite as taken

with it as Krimilov."

"Well, keep after him. You're the best evangelist I've

got."

Reinhart frowned. "Looks like I'll have plenty of

time, the way these negotiations are dragging on."
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The President sat up. "I'm glad to hear that from

you," he said, pointing. "I'm glad to hear you're just as

impatient as I am."

"Boss, remember your promise. You said you'd do all it

takes for as long as it takes."

"That's just it. Maybe I haven't kept my promise.

Maybe I haven't done all it takes."

"Don't be ridiculous. You've done everything except

wipe their noses."

"I'm not necessarily speaking in diplomatic terms, Ed."

He stood and began roaming the room. Presently he

stopped and looked out a window. "Has Arthur spoken to you

about keeping the CIA alive?"

"He's mentioned it in passing once or twice," Reinhart

replied casually after a moment. "As usual I didn't pay

much attention. Why?"

"I've just been wondering," the President sighed. He

turned and leaned back in the windowframe. "As Arthur's

ideas go it's really not all that diabolical."

"What do you mean? You've always believed spies have

no place in a democratic society."

"It's not the spies that bother me. What does bother

me is Art's repeated implication that 'idealism,' to borrow

his interpretation of our philosophy of office, is

inadequate to deal with every contingency." Another, deeper
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sigh. "I'm wondering if, in this case at least, he might

not be right."

"Well, if you think he's right, you're wasting even

more time talking to me."

"You wouldn't be in here if I thought he was right,"

the President growled. "But things have gotten to the point

here where I've got to do something--anything--to break this

game open."

He suddenly leaned forward, held out his hands

imploringly to Reinhart. "You see how these negotiations

are holding us back! They're like a leash restraining an

excited, curious puppy. Leave the leash on too long, draw it

too tight, and eventually that puppy's spirit will be

broken. We've got to bring these talks to a swift conclusion

before the world's spirit is broken."

Reinhart pursed his lips, spoke forcefully. "Boss, I

agree we should do something to shake things up around here.

But I do not agree that using the CIA is the way to do it.

Don't you realize the precedent it'd set? Everything you've

done so far as President has been an extension of your

'idealism,' and the world's benefitted enormously. Why

depart from it now just because it's not getting the job

done fast enough? And if you do depart from it, what

happens when the next crisis rears its ugly head? Will the

end justify the means then, too?"



200
"Don't some ends justify any means, and idealism be

damned?"

"That's what Arthur believes."

"But you don't think our ends justify any means, do

you?"

"Boss, if you have to ask that question you're in more

trouble than I thought."

The President smiled, stretched, and began roaming the

room again. "What you're delicately trying to tell me,
Edward, is that I'm the crisis here. I'm the one who's been

led into the wilderness for God knows how long and tempted

beyond endurance."

He laughed softly. "Reminds me of an argument Dad and

I had, oh, in the early '70s, probably. We used to argue

lot about what was 'good for the people,' you know, 'America

love it or leave it' versus 'America save it or lose it' and
all that tedious crap.... Anyway, he'd remarked that just

because it might become politically expedient one day for me
to adopt all these nice neat liberal causes it didn't mean I
had to adopt them as my own philosophically. He said that

to do so would be to commit political suicide, because once
you're in office you're obligated to get the job done

regardless of your philosophy, and, anyway, people didn't

give a damn what you believed or supported as long as you

made sure there was a chicken in their pot. Once you're in
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office, he said, it was best to keep your mouth shut, your

nose to the grindstone, and your rooms filled with smoke.

Otherwise you'd wind up getting crucified by the very ones

who'd put you there.

"Well, I blew up. I don't think I've ever been as

angry at Dad since. I told him that, if his view prevailed

in Washington, it was no wonder our system was showing signs

of collapse. If our leaders had lost their ideals, or, at

best, ignored them for the sake of political expediency, was

it any wonder the people refused to trust their government?

What made American democracy special, I said, and gave us

all a reason to hope it would last, was that our leaders had

always stood for something, had always had high ideals, had

always epitomized the best qualities of mankind. Elected

officials didn't get 'crucified' in America because they

'hadn't done the job,' I said. They were crucified because

they were drunks or womanizers or crooks. They were

crucified because they lacked the 'messianic quality' we've

always felt our officials must possess in order to lead our

promised land. I told him we've always wanted our leaders

to help us solve not only the problems of everyday survival

but also the problems of the 'inner man.' How else could

you explain why everyone was suddenly 'getting involved?'

Why was everyone suddenly willing to 'sacrifice everything

for the cause?' Because democracy is America's religion, I
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said, and through it our people have discovered the meaning

of life."

He sighed, dropped into a nearby chair. "I guess what

I meant then, and what you mean now, Ed, is that I can't

very well expect the New World Spirit to flourish when I

think about throwing it overboard every time it hits a

little snag. "

"To thine own self be true, Boss," Reinhart said.

"On the other hand," the President said, raising a

finger in caution, "you haven't heard all the argument." He

stood, resumed pacing. "As you might expect, Dad told me I

was hopelessly naive. He said the days of idealism in

American politics were long over, that they'd ended with the

rise of Communism, the advent of the A-bomb, and the Great

Depression, not necessarily in that order. In short, they'd

ended with the rise of the United States as a world power.

We could no longer afford childish dreams, he said. We had

to uphold our responsibilities as an adult, the foremost of

which was staying alive in a world ready to blow itself up.

After all, he said--and I'll never forget this--'a man

trapped on a runaway train full of nitroglycerine has no

business thinking about what he's gonna have for dinner that

night.'"

"Why not? It increases his incentive to solve the

problem."
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"That's exactly what I said. I told Dad I'd go into

politics as an idealist or I wouldn't go at all, there'd be

no point. I told him he was just like any realist--he liked

to borrow trouble. He replied if realists borrowed trouble,

then idealists made it, and there was already enough trouble

in the world to suit him and almost everybody else."

He paused, looked steadily at Reinhart. "I guess

that's my point, Ed. By being an idealist, have I...made

trouble?"

Reinhart met his gaze for a moment, then shifted in his

seat and said carefully, "My only answer is the one I've

always had. If a realist tells the truth when he says what

is, does an idealist lie when he says what could be? Is a

dream a lie? Perhaps so, if only one man believes in it.

But if only one man hears a tree fall in the forest, it's

still fallen for everyone else. Tell me this: if truth can

create dreams, why can't dreams create truth? If many men

dream the same dream, is it a lie then? If everyone watches

a tree fall, only a deaf man cannot hear the sound. And

that's what we're dealing with here--a deaf man. You

mustn't allow Arthur's distorted view of reality--his narrow

view, his dreamless view--to dictate your decisions."

The President felt a smile slowly grow on his face, and

felt an energy he hadn't felt in days begin reviving him.

"You're absolutely right," he said, "I've been a fool. The
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CIA stays dead. And just because we haven't worked any

miracles yet doesn't mean we won't. Miracles aren't

manufactured anyway--they're the rewards of faith. As long

as we believe in ourselves, in our place in history, the

miracles will continue, each more dazzling than the last!"

On impulse he squatted beside Reinhart and began

playfully slugging his arm. "I think the biggest miracle of

all," he said quietly, "is that you've stuck with me all

these years."

"To whom shall I go?" Reinhart whispered. "You have

words of eternal life."

7

The light in the limo was very bad and Humdingher had

to bend very low to see anything. "Now what exactly are we

looking at here?" he asked again.

"A preliminary report," Lopescu answered curtly, "on a

nonindigenous red substance found in the immediate vicinity

of the installation."

"Nonindigenous meaning--"

"Not naturally occuring. The report indicates that the

substance is very probably the result of a highly

sophisticated ore-recovery process."

Humdingher tapped the papers with a finger, squinted at

Lopescu. "Somebody's mining up there?"

"It would seem so," Lopescu said indifferently.
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Humdingher glared at him, then shrugged and leafed

through the seven-page document. He stopped at page six,

pointed to something written in the margin. "What's"--he

bent lower--"the 'Lombardi Process?'"

"A smelting method using supercold instead of heat.

Discovered by a second-rate Italian chemist--"

"Okay, fine." He flipped back to page one, held the

papers loosely in his hands. "Makes sense, I guess," he

muttered. "The Moon is cold. But what could they be

smelting? Some new element?"

"I've no idea. The writer of the report was not

inclined to speculate."

"Terrific," Humdingher breathed. "Let's hope he's

changed his mind when he does the final report. If only I

dared tell the Boss about all this."

"Why don't you?" Lopescu asked irritably.

"Telling him is out of the question," Humdingher

snapped. "He's frustrated, depressed. He's unaccostomed to

deadlocks."

"It won't last," Lopescu offered after a moment. "The

Arabs and Israelis are bound to run out of belligerancies

some day."

"Let's hope so," Humdingher said softly. "These

negotiations are killing him. And I need him alive."
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8

"Welcome back to the land of the living!" Vicki

hollered from the doorway of Bradford's hotel room.

Her spaghetti-strapped sundress sent a spark through

his loins. "Do they let you wear that sort of thing at the

White House?" he asked, gaping at her.

She sagged into the chair next to the door and tossed

her purse on the bed. "I haven't been to the White House,"

she pouted. "I'm in limbo again. The incumbent took one

look at me and decided he might not have a job when he

returned from his vacation.

"But I've still got my expense account!" she cried

suddenly, jumping up. "Don't just sit there! We've a lot

to do! You showed me your city, now I'll show you mine!"

She grabbed his hand and yanked him to his feet, kissed him

quickly, then gathered up her purse and marched out the

door.

"No sightseeing, please," he protested on the way to

her car. "I've spent as much time in Washington as you

have, and I'm afraid the glow has tarnished."

She smiled an evil smile. "You're just going to have

to trust me."

"When you're dressed like that? Never."

"Then why are you worried about sightseeing?" This

time she was driving a red Ferrari.
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They headed into Falls Church. She said very little,

concentrating on the rush-hour traffic. She was a terrific

driver, bold and quick-thinking, utterly unlike Bradford.

He tried to make conversation but soon gave up and simply

watched. As soon as she realized he was watching she

decided to put on a show, laughing mannishly every time he

flinched. It was purely by the grace of God, Bradford

decided, that they reached their destination.

It had once been a boarding house, she explained. Her

uncle, a stringer for the London Daily Mail, had lived here

during the Korean War. "He was a randy bastard," she said

proudly, "and he charmed the owner's daughter. Their issue,

my cousin"--a small cough for propriety--"found a rich

friend, bought out the old lady, and remodeled. And now

it's simply the best restaurant in the area."

At first he wasn't sure--it didn't seem to suit her.

The furniture was battered oak and walnut, the paint a soft

green; there were religious charcoals and watercolors on the

walls. They ate from wooden bowls and plates using cutlery

that rarely matched. But halfway into the salad, which

featured the freshest lettuce and the sweetest tomatoes he

could remember, he decided there was little to be gained by

being snobbish; and he relaxed and enjoyed the best pot

roast, mashed potatoes, and baked squash he'd eaten in his

life.
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They spoke little, just looked at the drawings and

paintings and not at the people and were unselfconscious

because they knew no one was looking at them: this wasn't

the sort of place one came to "be seen." When they had

finished, a small child in another room called in a clear

voice, "Everybody have enough?" and everyone laughed and no

one pointed or poked fun. They drank an extra cup of coffee

in order to stay and watch the family leave so they could

get a look at the child: she was perhaps three, with

beautiful shimmering brown hair, big brown eyes, and a

bright smile. Vicki seemed reluctant to let the child out of

her sight, and when the family had finally gone she asked

for another cup of coffee and sat with her head askew, as if

troubled.

She paid and led the way to the car, where she rather

abruptly became her old self again. "Well? How'd you like

my greasy spoon?"

"Honey, it was marvelous. If I didn't know better I'd

swear you were in on my creation. You've certainly done a

good job so far on my re-creation."

"It's been difficult but rewarding," she sighed. The

tires threw gravel as she spun out of the oak-sheltered lot.

During the drive he looked only at her, and she looked at

him as often as was safe. It was a very short trip to her

condominium, nestled among some pines near Dulles. "The
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planes are loud but not very," she said quietly, taking his

hand, "just loud enough to make me think they're protecting

me from all my little terrors." Inside he lost himself in

her arms and her lips, and silently echoed her prayers of

thanks that he was there.

* * *

At about two she rolled over and muttered, "What's the

matter?"

He lay on his back, arms folded tightly across his

chest. "Nothing," he grunted, and rolled away from her.

"Go back to sleep."

"Dick," she growled, adding two syllables to his name.

He felt her fingers touch his back. "My God," she yelped,

"you're soaking wet!"

"I had a nightmare. I've been having them on and off

since the mission. I'll get over it. Go back to sleep."

"But it scared you to death!"

"Vicki, all the pertinent information's classified!" he

blurted. Inwardly kicking himself, he added, "I couldn't

tell you if--"

"I don't care if you couldn't tell God! You can't be a

part of my life and expect me to just overlook something

like this!"

"Then maybe I shouldn't be a part of your life!" He

threw back the sheet and tore from the bed.
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"What the hell is the matter with you?" she yelled, and

chased him into the bathroom.

He was leaning over the sink. "Dammit, can't you let

well enough alone?" he demanded in a defeated tone. "We were

fine, and now you're starting to make demands of me I can't

possibly meet."

She leaned in the doorway, arms folded. "Contrary to

what you evidently think, I'm not another Jeri Johansson. "

"How do you know about her?" Bradford shouted, rounding

on her.

"Riley told me. I called him from St. Louis and asked

if he thought I had a chance with you. He told me about Jeri

Johansson and said I probably didn't." She sat heavily on

the side of the bathtub. "Maybe he was right. Maybe you'd

prefer I were just another groupie after your body."

"But you're not after my body," he sneered, and

splashed water on his face. "Someone like you probably has

all the customers she can handle." He grabbed a towel and

dried himself.

"Yes," she cried, on her feet, "and I usually charge

five hundred a pop!" Abruptly she turned away and, fists

clenched, said, "Please, Dick, let's stop this before we do

damage we can't repair." She took a deep breath, then

added, "On the other hand, if you still don't trust me...."

She turned wide eyes on him.



211

He balled up the towel and threw it into the bathtub.

"Vicki, it's not a matter of whether I trust you. You're

just going to have to accept a few things about me. One of

those things is that I know a lot of stuff I can't tell

anyone." He marched past her into the bedroom.

She followed again. "But look what knowing that

'stuff' is doing to you! How much longer are you going to

tolerate it?"

He rolled back onto the bed and under the sheets. "As

long as necessary, I guess." When she didn't join him

immediately he folded his arms across his chest and looked

away.

She glowered at him in a matronly fashion for a while,

then walked over, straddled him, and took his face in her

hands. "Just tell me why," she said softly. "You don't owe

those people a thing--especially since they fired you."

"I'm sorry I told you about that," he said sourly, and

wrenched his head from her grasp. "Officially, I've

resigned."

"Unofficially, you've been screwed."

He grabbed her shoulders. "Understand this, Vicki:

there's a law against revealing classified information."

"Well, it's an unjust law, especially in your case.

How can you expect to leave the space program behind while

you're still carrying its baggage around?"



212

The sight of her body made it hard to think; he let her

go and averted his gaze. But it didn't help. She was right.

And, certainly, being "part of her life" was far more

important than anything else.

And yet, if he did tell her everything, would she be

able to resist the inevitable temptation and keep it to

herself? If she couldn't, they'd both wind up behind bars

for the rest of their lives. He imagined her after twenty-

five years in prison: withered, beaten down, her spirit long

since broken.

No, he couldn't take the chance.

He reached out and touched her face. "Sorry, honey, I

can't. And if you hate me, well, I'll just have to live

with that, too."

"I could never hate you, Dick," she grinned. Then she

turned away. "In fact," she sighed, "I think I'm in love

with you."

He supposed he could have heard wrong. "What did you

say?"

She seemed very uncomfortable, and her voice was very

small as she answered, "I said I think I'm in love with

you."

He decided to make it easy for her and laugh it off.

"Now wait a minute. Millions of women lusting after the

President, and you could have a better chance at him than
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any of them. You'd give that up for a neurotic ex-

astronaut?"

"You could be a neurotic ex-Jack the Ripper for all I

care." Her last remark had been serious, and he decided

he should be, too. "Vicki, we've only known each other a

week--"

"Nine days. Plus a few hours and minutes." She started

moving her hips back and forth.

He reached out to stop her but she batted his hands

away. "Do you always fall in love this fast?" he gulped,

wondering if he should try to stop her again.

"How fast should I fall in love?" She bent forward,

kissed him lightly, then slid forward a little and lowered

the tips of her breasts toward his mouth. He shot his

tongue out for them but she pulled back at the last instant,

then giggled, lowered them again, and again pulled back.

Finally he growled and grabbed her and took each of the soft

globes into his mouth. She sighed, then pulled away and,

sliding back, resumed the motions of her hips.

"You never answered my question," she said. She lifted

one leg and began pulling the sheet off him.

"You can fall in love as fast as you want," he rasped,

and shuddered as he felt her hand direct his hard organ

towards the heat above.
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* * *

Later, on the edge of sleep, he watched her get up and

go to the bathroom. He could have been dreaming, but there

seemed to be an extra spring in her step. Far from being

spent, she acted as if their lovemaking had recharged her.

And when she shut the bathroom door he thought he heard her

humming to herself.

Maybe she was in love with him after all.

Which meant that she could be ready to go beyond great

sex and dinners at greasy spoons. She could be ready to

chuck everything to be with him on a brooding, frightened

quest for a new life. Maybe she was the key to discovering

what that new life might be.

On the other hand, maybe this was a cruel joke, as all

his other experiences with women had been. He could be

headed for another fall at this very moment. Vicki could

walk out that door in the morning, be kidnapped by some

maniac, raped, murdered, and dumped in the Potomac. She

could be killed in a traffic accident; Lord knew, the way

she drove it was a better than even bet.

However, since he could not know how much time they

had, he owed it to her--and to himself--to rid their

relationship of all obstacles, all possible bones of

contention. Anything, any "baggage," that interfered even

slightly with their enjoyment of each other, had to be
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ruthlessly cast out, even as he had been cast out of the

space program because of his "attitude." Telling her the

truth would tempt her, certainly, but someone like her

probably overcame greater temptations every day. She'd had

to, to be here with him now.

So when she emerged from the bathroom he beckoned her

over, took her in his arms, and told her everything.

Afterwards she lay silently, in much the same sort of shock

she'd found him after his nightmare. But now, hopefully,

there'd be no more nightmares.

* * *

She had trouble getting back to sleep, so they moved to

the kitchen, she wearing a robe, he wrapped in a towel. He

made a pot of strong coffee and they sat around the dinette

sipping it. She said little, and Bradford soon gave up

trying to draw her into a conversation. But finally, as she

refilled her cup for the third time, thereby emptying the

pot, she said, "Well, you needn't worry about my taking this

story to my bureau chief."

"Why not?" he asked, glad that his faith in her had not

been misplaced.

"There's the small matter of worldwide panic," she

replied darkly. "Good Lord, Dick--aliens on the moon!"

"Now Vicki, there's no real proof. All we have are

some grainy videotapes and a seven-year-old boy's dreams."
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"A telepathic seven-year-old, don't forget." She

played nervously with her cup.

"Billy Jones is no more telepathic than I am," he

scoffed.

But she didn't seem to hear. "What do you think the

President'll do?"

"He doesn't want worldwide panic, either. He'll keep

the lid on."

"Will he? This would seem to vindicate using the space

program as the vanguard of the New World Spirit. He'll

probably ask every network in the world to broadcast welcome

messages into space, complete with a shot of him standing

open-armed."

"Either that, or he'll invite the aliens to Versailles

to negotiate."

She looked up sharply. "I can see you don't really

care what happens."

"Am I supposed to?" he joked. "You've been trying to

get me to leave all this behind, remember?"

"I asked you to leave the space program behind, not the

bloody fate of the world."

There was a wildness in her eyes he didn't like. He

reached across and took her hand. "Hey, come on, we're not

going to be invaded."

"I hope not," she said, and squeezed his hand. "I
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don't relish the prospect of being a harem-girl for some

lizard man." She smiled a little. "Or you a stud for some

lizard woman."

"Maybe lizard women don't make it with heroes, either."

Her smile grew, and she stood, went to the sink, and

ran some water in the coffee pot. The window over the sink

showed dawn flaming through the pines. He approached,

wrapped his arms around her from behind, and whispered,

"Maybe I shouldn't've told you after all. Maybe we

should've just stayed in bed and talked about how fast

certain people fall in love."

She turned and, her smile now minxlike, demanded, "Are

you calling me a 'fast woman?"'

"Yes, as a matter of fact I am."

"Well, maybe I should start calling you 'Richard.'" She

doused him with the water from the coffee pot, then ran

giggling towards the bedroom.

9

Some of Curtis's finest moments had come during press

conferences. His round face and boyish smile epitomized

American wholesomeness, and his thoughtful answers to

generally silly questions made him appear honest and

incorruptible. Powell liked to say that, except for the

President, Curtis was the biggest media figure in the

country.
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This morning, however, Curtis could not have cared less

about his image. Following a rather perfunctory

announcement of the new mission, he had mentioned Bradford's

resignation almost as an afterthought. He had answered a

few questions, pointedly ignoring a certain female reporter

he had been known to favor, then had abruptly terminated the

session, perhaps because none of the questions had been

about Bradford.

Now, back in his Pentagon office, he sat oblivious to

the piles of work on his desk. Bereft of the slightest

trace of the vigor--no, strength of purpose--which had

characterized his life, he stared instead at a photo on the

opposite wall, a photo of him and Bradford embracing

following their first shuttle mission. The memory of that

day immersed him in emotions almost sexual in their

intensity; then, as he tried to close some subconscious fist

around that memory, it darted away and was gone, much like

the fish he had once tried to grab from a pond as a boy....

A boy. Right now he felt a hundred years old. In fact

he almost felt sick. Bradford would have said that the

kidney machine was broken. But the machine was still

running, probably better than ever. It had simply been

disconnected, and taken away.

The kidney machine, Curtis realized, had been Bradford

all along.
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The phone rang. Curtis snatched it up robotically and

muttered, "Yes?"

"Powell here, sir. How'd the press conference go?"

"As well as could be expected," Curtis said tersely.

He knew what was coming.

"Well, I'm glad we're finally rid of him. Hopefully

we've seen the last of his poisonous philosophical posture."

"And the project will be much the poorer for it. I'll

tell you a little secret, Tony. Dick Bradford was the heart

of this project. His honesty, his integrity, his acceptance

of his moral obligation to question our motives and aims,

are what kept this project vital. Do you understand?

Without him, we have no soul."

He smiled as he imagined Powell's face wearing a

whipped-dog look. "Enough about Bradford," he continued.

"I've scheduled another flight for May 4 and we're going to

have to scramble to find two men who are fully rated on the

vehicle."

"Two men?" Powell protested. "Not three?"

"We're going to have to scramble to find two," Curtis

repeated.

"But if we're successful with two, won't the President

expect--"

"If we're successful, Major?"

"Of course I think we'll be successful!" Powell gushed.
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"I was simply pointing out that the President will expect us

to go with two men from now on, with all the risks that

entails."

"I'm prepared to take those risks. Are you?"

"Well--sure," Powell stammered.

"All right, then. Now who's rated?" he demanded.

"And when are we going to see the report on that red dust?"

"Dr. Jorgensen is still working with it," Powell

gulped. "I really couldn't say."

"But it's been nearly ten days. What's taking him so

long?"

"You know Jorgensen, Ben--it'd probably take him three

days to change a light bulb."

Curtis put the phone down a moment, stood, wiped his

sweaty hands on the sides of his trousers, then sat again.

He regarded the telephone as if it were a fly exploring his

desk, then snatched it up before it could escape. "You tell

him he hasn't got three days," he said tonelessly. "You tell

him I want that analysis on my desk tomorrow morning or he's

out of a job. Now who's rated on the vehicle?"

"Well, Booker and Webb have completed the entire

program, but only in simulation. Gilmore has flight time,

but--"

"Are you saying there's nobody ready?"

Suddenly Powell seemed to have found his backbone.
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"Yes, General, I am, unless you want to take a chance on

those Soviet volunteers. This seems an especially good time

to--"

"Out of the question," Curtis snapped. "Get Booker

and Webb back into simulation. They're gonna be there right

up until launch, is that clear?"

"You trying to prepare them for the mission, General,

or exhaust them?"

"You have your orders, Major."

"Yes sir!" he growled, and hung up.

Curtis rubbed his face with his hands, surveyed the

papers on his desk, and, after arranging the papers into two

rough piles, began going through them. After less than five

minutes, however, he stood and walked to the opposite wall.

He studied the photo for long minutes, then, quite abruptly,

took it down, returned to the desk, and dropped the photo in

a bottom drawer.

10

"Tell me about this movement to impeach your President,"

Bolkoniev invited, dabbing the corners of his mouth gingerly

with his napkin.

Reinhart was not unprepared for the question. "No

movement, just talk. Someone's always talking about

impeaching the President."

Bolkoniev sat back and surveyed the wreckage of yet
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another superb French meal. "This has been, er, very loud

talk, my friend."

"The better a President is at his job, the louder the

talk of impeachment usually is. Frankly, I'd be worried if

it wasn't loud."

The Russian drew back and frowned. "I'm afraid I don't

understand."

"I don't think you're supposed to," Reinhart grinned.

"It's a paradox even we Americans find baffling. Let's just

say it has a lot to do with our inherent mistrust of

authority, and leave it at that."

"If you wish." Bolkoniev leaned back and yawned, then,

tugging, at his beard, looked at Reinhart contemplatively.

"But suppose the President were impeached. What would

happen to the New World Spirit?"

"I can't say," Reinhart replied after a moment. "I'd

like to think it would go on. I'd like to think the world

will have realized the value of striving for unity."

"Ah, it seems we have come to the heart of the matter.

Unity under who's direction?"

"Why, under UN direction, of course," Reinhart

answered, bewildered.

Bolkoniev's eyes narrowed in suspicion. "There are many

who do not believe that. They believe your President is--

how do you say--too good to be true, that he is in fact
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hoarding nuclear weapons in space."

"What do you think?" Reinhart asked tonelessly.

"I admire him," Bolkoniev shrugged. "I must--he saved

seven million Muscovites."

"He didn't think of them as Muscovites but as human

beings."

"Nevertheless there are those who contend that he

orchestrated the entire incident to place the Soviet Union

in his debt."

Reinhart frowned and turned away. "That's absurd," he

muttered.

Bolkoniev reached across the table and grabbed

Reinhart's arm. "No, my friend, it is the reaction of

frightened men faced with a force they cannot contain. The

more powerful the force, the more desperate the means used

to fight it."

Reinhart shook his head. "He's not a force. He's just

a man."

Bolkoniev thumped a fist on the table. "Edward, you're

wrong. With his good looks, his charm, his...glamor, and

with the media worshipping him the way they do, he had

become far more than just a man."

"Well, what's wrong with a little glamor?" Reinhart

asked, a bit desperately. "Why must something good always be

bland and ordinary? Why can't good be enticing and exciting
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in its own right?"

"You are known to be very religious, yet you would ask

me such a question," Bolkoniev mused.

He leaned back and linked his hands over his belly.

"You know, I remember the day the churches reopened in

Moscow. It was later reported that, in nearly every sermon

given, the story of Christ was retold. Perhaps the priest-

hood thought we needed to hear it again, and, after so long

a time, they were probably correct. But it was the

plainness, the blandness, if you will, of Christ's

appearance that most impressed the priest at my church,

Edward. There was nothing, the priest said, that was

physically remarkable about him, yet he was a man whose

influence continues to grow even today. And do you know why

the priest thought that was? He said that people chose to

follow Christ not because he was outwardly attractive, or

personally exciting, but because they knew that choosing him

was the right thing to do."

Abruptly he reached over and slapped Reinhart's arm. "I

have you there, my friend! Admit it!" he laughed.

Hoping the Russian's outburst meant he hadn't been

serious, Reinhart sighed, "Yes, Alexsei Alexseivitch, I

suppose you do. But the President's glamor doesn't make the

New World Spirit one iota less beneficial or necessary."

Bolkoniev drew back and grinned. "Your tenacity is
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admirable, Edward, particularly when one remembers that you

do not consider yourself an extension of your government."

Reinhart smiled ruefully. "Sorry." Then, with

defiance: "I think we're both more extensions of our

governments than we like to think."

"It would seem so. Which reminds me." The Russian

pulled himself close again. "This is strictly

unofficial"--he made a quick slicing motion with his

hands--"but is your government--how would you say--up to

something?"

By reflex Reinhart drew back. "What do you mean?"

"We thought the President had fired Robert Lopescu. If

he did, why then is Arthur Humdingher running all over Paris

at midnight to meet him?"

11

"Boss, I--"

"Ssh! Quiet!" the President commanded and returned his

attention to the television screen. Reinhart circled

around, sat in the chair next to him; without being bidden

the President turned up the sound.

"--Worst disaster in state history, and one of the

deadliest storms in US history," the reporter shouted over

the wail of sirens and ominous gusts of wind. "Preliminary

estimates place damages at close to half a billion dollars,

but for the survivors of this sudden holocaust the cost in
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monetary terms is negligible. These people have lost,

instead, their future. John Wyatt, CBS News, Oklahoma

City."

The French newsreader returned and the President

switched off the set. "Good God, Boss, what happened?"

Reinhart asked.

The President glanced at him, then stood and walked

aimlessly about the room. "Tornado," he answered presently.

"Actually, two tornados combined. Winds were estimated at

nearly two hundred miles an hour. They tore through a

residential neighborhood, flattened an elementary school in

seconds. Over three hundred children gone"--he snapped his

fingers--"just like that. The total body count'll probably

be somewhere near five hundred.... "

He walked over, leaned on the back of the chair he'd

been sitting in. "You know, something like this... It's

frustrating because you can't blame anybody for it. It's

as if something out there were warning us, reminding

us--like a slavemaster cracking a whip--that we should stay

in our 'place' and not strive beyond our assigned station."

He looked inquiringly at Reinhart.

"The question," Reinhart fumbled, "is whether or not we

should listen to this 'something."'

"Shouldn't we?" He slapped the chair and resumed

wandering. "Maybe we're getting ahead of ourselves. Maybe
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we should conquer our environmental disorders here on Earth

before we venture into space. For that matter, maybe we

should conquer all our disorders--you know, the 'big three':

hunger, poverty, sickness. Maybe we should stop and

consider why a barrier exists, rather than plowing through

it as if it had no right to be there. Maybe we should learn

to swim a little better before diving into the deepest end

of the pool."

"And maybe you shouldn't have fired Robert Lopescu,"

Reinhart said.

The President stopped in his tracks. "Hell yes I

should have fired Robert Lopescu! The most hard-hearted,

xenophobic President in history would have fired Robert

Lopescul And I fail to see what the hell he has to do with

what we're talking about!"

"I fail to see what a tornado in Oklahoma City has to

do with abandoning the space program. This is your second

crisis of confidence in as many days, Boss. I fear for the

outcome of these negotiations if you have another."

The President smiled weakly, sank to the bed. "I think

these negotiations may be the problem. They've become too

much a test of wills, a war of abstractions. Everyone--

myself included--seems to have forgotten the suffering

that's at the bottom of all this. That's where our

abstractions and conceptualizations have to count--in the
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alleviation of suffering."

"Maybe you should remind everyone of that," Reinhart

suggested. "Maybe you should visit the Heights, or the Gaza

Strip, or--"

"Or maybe I should go to Oklahoma City," the President

said with sudden zest. "After all, the American people have

a right to see their President occasionally. I'll stop and

visit Dad, too. His six-month checkup at the Mayo's in a

couple of days, and he always likes me to see him off."

When Reinhart didn't move the President marched over

and shook him playfully. "Come on! We've got to hustle if

we want to get there by morning!" When Reinhart resisted,

he backed off. "What's wrong?"

"I'd better stay here. It's you Oklahoma City needs to

see."

The President returned to the bed, sat and folded his

arms. "Ed, nobody's going to see me unless you tell me

what's bothering you. You burst in here like your head was

on fire, and I shut you up. Maybe I shouldn't have."

Reinhart shifted in his seat. "I had dinner with

Bolkoniev tonight."

"Did he get to you?" He stood, went to the closet,

began laying his clothes out on the bed. "Hell, Ed, there's

nothing a Russian takes greater pleasure in than an

ideological confrontation. And remember, I don't expect
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you to win every round, just the last one."

Reinhart looked like he was about to reply, then seemed

to think better of it. Finally he smiled, albeit weakly,

and said, "I appreciate your confidence in me, Boss."

"No problem. Are you sure you're all right?"

The smile grew stronger. "Positive."

"Okay then. Want me to check up on Carol for you?"

"Yes, would you please? I imagine she's feeling pretty

beseiged right now."

"Right!" the President laughed. "She's got to

negotiate with seven children every day!"

12

Something was tickling the soles of Bradford's feet.

He rolled over, saw Vicki kneeling at the end of the

deckchair. "Wake up, sleeping beauty," she called. She

walked up, kissed him, and whispered, "You are a beauty, you

know."

"Oh sure," he groaned, squinting at her. "My hair's

falling out, and I'm already flabby after only a week in

retirement. I'm a real heartthrob."

She kissed him again. "Eye of the beholder, and all

that." She grabbed his hand, pulled him upright. "Thought

you might be interested in this." She handed him the

Washington Post. The headlines screamed about a tornado in

Oklahoma.
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"Well?" Vicki hollered from inside. "What do you

think?"

"I think it's a great opportunity for both of us,"

Bradford replied absently, turning a page.

She reappeared, adjusting a string bikini. "What did

you say?"

"I said I think it's a great opportunity. I can go

there, make these people feel good--how many 'heroes'

trouble themselves with disasters like this?--while you tag

along to do the story, and thereby convince CBS how valuable

you really are."

She dragged the other deckchair out of shadow and

arrayed herself on it. "Pardon me if I seem a little slow,,"

she said, frowning, "but I still don't see--"

"The tornado! Four hundred-plus people dead? Millions

of dollars in damage? I can't think of a better way for us

to start afresh than to dive head-first into something like

that!"

"But I thought you were tired of playing the hero," she

complained, sitting up. "That's not why I showed you the

paper, anyway. Read the second lead."

Bradford did so: "New Space Shot Promised in Three

Weeks". He scanned the story's first few lines, then looked

over at Vicki. "So?"

"'So?' I thought you'd be incensed!"
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"Why? Sure, I think another flight is stupid and

dangerous, but--look, first you get me out of the program,

now you're trying to get me back in. What the hell's going

on here?"

"I'm not trying to 'get you into' anything! I'm just

trying to help you get a little of your own back--and maybe

save some lives in the bargain."

"What are you talking about?"

She leaned towards him. "We're going to Walter Reed,

we're going to get the whole story, and then we're going to

threaten to go to CBS with it."

His first reaction was that he'd been wrong: she

couldn't resist temptation after all. Nevertheless, he had

to admit the idea was appealing.

However, it also wouldn't do any good. "There's no

hard evidence of extraterrestrials on the moon," he said,

rolling the paper into a tube. "And even if there were, it

would have to be kept quiet to prevent panic. Curtis knows

that. Any threats we make will be empty." He threw the

paper to the concrete. "And besides, since when are two or

three lives sacrificed for some mindless idealistic crusade

more important then five or six hundred lives lost in a

storm?"

"When their loss is preventable." She stood, leaned on

the arms of his deckchair. "Look, you still don't get it.
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We're not going to say anything about aliens. We are going

to say a lot about a certain seven-year-old boy who's being

experimented upon like a white rat. We're going to talk

about doctors who are more interested in impressing their

collegues or making some discovery that'll get them into the

Physicians' Hall of Fame. We're going to show Curtis, and

the President, and the whole damn world, that the people

leading the charge of the New World Spirit's light brigade

are just as low and as venal as any who have come before

them."

Her bosom swelled and retreated in front of him, and he

swallowed hard. "You want venal, I'll show you venal," he

growled. He craned his neck out, took the string of her bra

in his teeth, and pulled his head back. She let go of the

chair arms and fell on him; her weight collapsed the deck

chair.

* * *

Bradford managed to bluff his way past the desk

sergeant, but the x-ray machines defeated Vicki's best

efforts to smuggle in a minicam. Clinton Sharpe arrived on

the run and steered them into an anteroom.

"Your security clearance terminated with your

resignation," he snapped, his usually pallid features red

with anger. He looked Vicki up and down, then turned away

in revulsion. "And your, er, companion--I assume she's a
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reporter--shouldn't've been allowed beyond the front door."

He sat in a corner, crossed his short legs, folded his tiny

arms, and glared at Bradford like a disapproving aunt.

But Bradford had his answer ready: "So you'd keep me

out and let someone like Van Heusen in. Make sure you get

that, Vicki. Peter Van Heusen's never seen the inside of a

military installation in his life, and he struts around this

one like he owns the place. Tell me, Clinton, what did

Gabriella promise you in exchange for that?"

"Just what is that supposed to mean?" Sharpe quavered,

his resolve shaken.

"All she had to do to wrap Kearnes around her little

finger was smile in his general direction. But you're head

of security. You're supposed to be made of sterner stuff."

"Sterner moral fiber, certainly," Sharpe declared,

confident again. "I admitted Doctor Van Heusen out of

compassion for Jones's son."

"Yeah, maybe you did. I can't see Gabriella wasting

any effort on someone like you." Sharpe flushed, and

Bradford grinned.

"Who's Gabriella?" Vicki whispered.

"Don't worry, you'll meet her. I'm beginning to think

she's in charge of this facility. Now do we get in,

Clinton, or do we splatter your incompetence all over the

morning news?" He motioned Vicki towards the door.
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"Go ahead, Bradford!" Sharpe snarled, standing. "Tear

everything down. You've always hated the program, always

wanted to see it stopped, even though it's kept you alive

these many years, even though it's the best thing to happen

to this country in a long time. Go ahead, stab us all in

the back!"

"At least my knife is clean," Bradford shrugged from

the hallway. "When the roof starts caving in around here

you'll have a dozen poisoned blades sticking in you."

"I don't think any woman would waste effort on him,"

Vicki muttered when they'd left Sharpe behind. "I think he's

immune." Bradford grinned and put his arm around her.

They reached the elevator bank; following a labored

descent they emerged and walked maybe twenty paces. Vicki

held Bradford's hand snugly while she played the minicam

over the walls. Rounding a corner Bradford grunted, "Uh-oh, "

and stopped as he sighted Kearnes jogging towards them.

"Bradford! I forbid you to go any further!" Kearnes

shouted, planting himself in the middle of the corridor.

Bradford almost laughed. "You think you're going to

stop me when Sharpe couldn't?"

"Wouldn't, you mean. The man is spineless. But I have

a reputation to protect, and I refuse--"

"You refuse, Kearnes, you forbid... .What about Billy?

What if he refused or forbade you to experiment on him?"
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"I'm not experimenting on anyone! I'm conducting some

legitimate research!"

"Of course you are. If I were you, Kearnes, I'd stay

away from him, or you're going to wake up one morning and

find you're mentioned in the same breath with Nazi war

criminals." He motioned Vicki forward.

But Kearnes stood his ground. "Go right ahead, smear

my name all over the media. I'll sue for libel and win." His

eyes flicked to Vicki, then back to Bradford, where they

remained.

Bradford grabbed the minicam, held it up. "All right,

Kearnes, have it your way."

Kearnes smiled mockingly. "No doubt you wish it were a

gun. Just the thing a coward and a quitter like yourself

would carry around." He stepped up, poked Bradford in the

chest with a finger. "You hear me, Bradford? I said you're

a coward. You're not really going to bring this project

down. You can't afford to. If you do, what's to prevent

Curtis--or any of us--from blaming you for this disaster?"

Kearnes was winning again. "You're the disaster around

here, Kearnes," Bradford retorted in an unconvincing croak.

He put his arm around Vicki. "Come on," he told her, "I want

to introduce you to the kid."

"If you want to know what's really going on, young

lady," Kearnes chased, "please feel free to ask me."
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Bradford turned to reply but Vicki roughly shoved him

forward.

Billy Jones was sleeping peacefully, the sheet pulled

tightly up to his chin. The room, empty of Van Heusen and

the nurse, seemed larger and more friendly. Vicki, again

holding the minicam, went to the bed and slowly removed a

hanging lock of hair from Billy's eyes. "Very happy face,,"

she murmured.

"He's had it pretty rough, though," Bradford said

absently, Kearnes's taunts still pounding in his brain.

"Lost his mom to cancer when he was five, and now this."

But she didn't seem to hear. She moved around to the

EEG machine and ran her fingers along the fine wires

connected to the electrodes which gently clawed the boy's

forehead. Certain Sharpe had sent some armed goons down to

try to throw them out, Bradford poked his head outside. So

far, however, the coast seemed clear.

"Billy!" he said, and gently shook the boy's shoulders.

"Billy! "

"Uhhh, what... ." the boy moaned. His eyes slowly opened

like great heavy doors. "Hi, Unca Dick," he sighed. He

smiled drunkenly and closed his eyes again.

"Billy! Wake up!" Bradford insisted.

"What's going on in here?" Van Heusen demanded.

Bradford nearly jumped through the ceiling; Van Heusen



237

shoved him aside and peered at Little Duke's face, then

turned and whispered savagely, "What do you think you're

doing? I'd just gotten him back to sleep after a very nasty

nightmare!"

Bradford ordered Van Heusen outside, and motioned for

Vicki to follow. "Was it about Jones's death again?" he

demanded.

"I don't know," Van Heusen said firmly, his resentment

gone. "It really doesn't matter. What does matter is it

probably won't be the last. He's got to be removed from

this facility!"

"How soon do you think you can get him away from here?"

Van Heusen frowned. "I'm flattered you'd entrust him

to my care."

"You're strictly the lesser of two evils, Van Heusen.

Now answer the question."

"Well, I can't, really, it's up to Gabriella."

Bradford jerked his head towards Vicki. "Pretty soon

it's going to be up to CBS." Impulsively he clapped Van

Heusen on the shoulder. "Get started. Anything I can do,

let me know."

"Right you are," Van Heusen grinned and, nodding

slightly to Vicki, vanished into Billy's room.

Vicki skittered up to Bradford. "So Gabriella's the

magic word with him, too, eh? When do I get to worship at
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this woman's feet?"

"You're not a man, so I doubt you'll want to," Bradford

replied.

They started back the way they'd come. Bradford

intended to go to Jones's room next, but when they turned

the corner he saw their way was blocked by Sharpe and four

burly men in business suits. Two of them opened their coats

and revealed automatic weapons slung loosely over their

shoulders. "I think the party's over," Vicki whispered,

clinging to Bradford.

Sharpe stepped forward and smiled. "The camera,

please," he said, arm outstretched.

"Where'd you find the goons, Sharpe?" Bradford asked.

"Friends from the local male strip club?"

Sharpe's smile buckled, then returned. "Why? Do you

recognize them?" He took another step towards them. "Now

please, the camera."

"You going to have us shot if we don't give it to you?"

"No, but there are detention areas at this facility.

It's easy to forget anyone's there."

Abruptly Bradford laughed. "Go ahead, honey, give him

the camera. Anyone who tries so hard to be a tough guy

deserves some reward."

Vicki glared at him. "You're joking, of course."

"No, I'm not," he said gently. "We should've known we
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couldn't get away with it." In a harder tone he added,

"Hurry up before he makes us start calling him 'Clint.'"

Vicki glared at him some more, then at Sharpe, who

looked like he'd just won a million dollars, then back at

Bradford. "Goddammit!" she shrieked, and reached into her

purse.

Bradford never heard or saw the man; suddenly he was

there, grabbing Vicki's arm. "If you don't mind, miss," he

said atonally, and snatched the purse from her hand. He

reached in, found the minicam, handed it to Sharpe, then

returned the purse to Vicki. Next moment he was back with

the rest of Sharpe's entourage.

"I'll send two of these gentlemen with you," Sharpe

said, "to make sure you don't kill each other before you

leave the building." He turned on his heel and marched away;

two of the goons followed.

"I hope you're satisfied," she hissed as the remaining

two goons motioned them into an elevator.

"Look, can you just let it go?" he said, then froze:

Gabriella was standing near the corner. How much had she

seen? And why should he care if she'd seen any of it?

Oddly, she didn't seem interested in him, however, but

rather in Vicki: she seemed to study and evaluate every inch

of her. Then, she abruptly seemed to notice him. She forced

a smile and vanished around the corner.
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"If you don't mind, Mr. Bradford?" one of the goons

said. "My orders are--"

"Yeah, all right," Bradford snapped, and entered the

elevator.

* * *

In the parking lot Vicki laughed so hard she had

trouble walking. "We were great! We should get Oscars!"

she pealed. "And just wait till they see what's really in

that camera! Sharpe'll probably have a cardiac arrest!"

Bradford didn't think it was that funny. "Yeah, and the

cops'll probably be waiting for us at your condo."

"Then they'll have to wait a long time. As soon as CBS

sees this stuff they'll stash us someplace safe." She

winked. "Maybe some sultry Pacific island or something."

"Anything's better than a sultry jail cell." She

rewarded this with a sour look.

They got into her car and roared out of the lot. She

headed for the Beltway, giggling every so often. Bradford

idly reached into her purse and pulled out her lipstick. He

twisted the cap and a tiny lens and flash popped out the

other end. "Where the hell did you get this thing?" he

asked, turning it over in his hands.

"Through Riley. He's got a friend in the Australian

Secret Service. Thought it might come in handy." She

sighed. "I wish we could've used the minicam, though.
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Still photos are passe'."

Bradford played with the little gadget some more, then

returned it to her purse. He didn't feel right about any of

this; his early eagerness had vanished, and he now felt like

they'd taken pictures of his parents making love. They, or

their closest substitute, deserved a chance to see the

pictures before the rest of the world.

"Vicki, I think we should take this stuff to Curtis

before we go public with it."

"Why?" she demanded immediately. "What makes you think

he'll postpone the flight if we do show it to him?"

"Because at least he'll still be in control. And I'd

rather he were in control than anyone else."

"After what I've just seen I wonder if he's in control

Ow," she snorted. "Good God, Dick, that place is like a

bloody lunatic asylum. If we don't shut down the entire

program, then at least let me--"

"Yeah, and then what'll happen?" Bradford sighed.

"Uncle Sam will summon the required outrage, step in with a

'team of experts' who'll make Kearnes look like Jonas Salk,

and Billy, to say nothing of Jones himself, will be shuttled

around between them like a traveling freak show."

She studied him for a time, then shrugged and said,

"You know, I never thought of that. Guess I've been a

reporter too long. I've forgotten how many people can be



242

hurt by a story."

Bradford grinned in relief; he'd expected an all-out

war. "You have other redeeming qualities."

"It seems I keep discovering yours," she grinned back.

"Where can we find Curtis?"

He reached over, took her hand. "Pentagon."

She made a face. "Traffic'll be awful at this hour.

Let's grab a bite to eat first and wait it out."

"Okay. I've got to hit the john anyway."

There was a burger joint at the next exit and she

pulled up to it without waiting for Bradford's approval. She

bounced out of the car and ran in, again without waiting for

him, but he didn't mind because her jovial mood seemed to

have returned. She ordered two of the biggest burgers the

place made, and coffee; after some hesitation he ordered a

smaller burger and a milkshake. She slapped his hand when he

brandished his wallet, then suddenly grabbed him and kissed

him hard. Embarrassed, he pushed her away; her laughter

followed him to the restroom.

When he emerged she was sitting in a booth right next

to the side doorway. "Coziest spot I could find," she said

in a breathy tone, then giggled when he rolled his eyes.

"What was that display at the counter all about?" he

demanded. He sat and wrestled the paper top off the

milkshake.
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"Must there be a reason?" she said, her mouth full.

Half of one of the big burgers was already gone. Abruptly

she lifted her coffee cup. "A toast to our success!" she

cried.

"Cheers," he said, and took several large gulps of the

shake, which hit the spot. He began unwrapping his own

burger, noted she'd almost finished her first one. "How the

hell can you eat so much and not get fat?" he asked.

"I'm bulimic," she replied immediately. "Every time you

turn your back I run to the loo and puke my guts out."

"Yeah," he snapped, "that would explain it." He drank

some more of the milkshake. God it was good! "Really," he

pursued, "how do you do it?"

She started on the second burger. "I have a

fantastically high metabolic rate," she said. Then she

smiled an evil smile. "You should know--there's not an

ounce of fat on me."

The burger, on the other hand, was not so good. His

stomach was suddenly very angry at him; the room spun a

little, then righted itself. "You're soft in the proper

places, though," he muttered. His voice sounded as if he

had a mouthful of cotton.

A crowd of teenagers burst in; a couple of the girls

and one of the boys waved mockingly at them. Bradford heard

himself say, "Punks," but didn't remember thinking it. It
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was hard to think anyway, though, because suddenly he had a

splitting headache.

"Forget about them," Vicki said. She might have been

shouting from the other end of a long tunnel. "Keep

flattering me. Flattery will get you everywhere."

Usually when he had a headache, massaging his temples

with his fingertips eased the pain. But not this time. He

swathed his face with moisture from his cup, then held the

cup to each side of his head. This had no effect, either;

if anything, the pain grew worse.

"Dick, are you all right?" Vicki asked from even

farther away.

"I don't think so," he groaned, stabbing now at his

temples.

"I don't, either," she said, rising. "We'd better get

you home. "

Her voice sounded like a siren at the down end of its

cycle. His own voice refused to function, as did, suddenly,

every other part of his body; and he slid off the plastic

chair like a drop of water.

13

In Curtis's Pentagon office, the phone rang several

times before he answered it.

"Powell here, General. Booker was hospitalized this

evening. They think he might have a tumor in his lower
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intestine. They're going to run some tests, do an

exploratory in the morning, more surgery later if

necessary." A pause. "He'll be laid up at least a month."

Curtis slammed his fist on the desk. "But how is that

possible? He had a full physical only six weeks ago and

checked out perfectly!" He put the phone down, rubbed his

hands down his pants legs, picked up the phone again. "We'll

just have to put Gilmore in with Webb."

"I, uh, wouldn't do that. Webb and Gilmore have never

worked together."

"They've got plenty of time to learn."

"I don't think you understand, Ben. They've never

worked together because, well, they can't stand each other."

"Are you telling me," Curtis breathed after a long

moment, "that the future of a multi-billion dollar project

may be determined by two men who don't like each other?"

"Yes, sir, " Powell returned, "I guess that's what I'm

telling you." Another careful pause; then: "I'm afraid

that's not all the bad news. Bradford showed up at the

Walter Reed complex this afternoon. He had a woman with

him. He claimed she was a reporter, and she had a minicam.

Sharpe confiscated it but.... "

"But what?"

"It had porno films in it. Evidently it was all some

sort of elaborate joke."
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After a stunned moment, during which Curtis realized he

should have been furious, he wanted desperately to laugh.

Good old Dick. "What's Sharpe done about this?" he gulped.

"Well, nothing. If they did take any pictures or make

any recordings they did it with pretty exotic equipment.

Whatever happened, Sharpe wanted to avoid any more adverse

publicity, so he decided to keep it quiet."

Naturally, Curtis thought: if there was anything at

that facility that needed to be "kept quiet" it was Sharpe's

alleged security procedures. "Well, give Clinton a pat on

the head for me," he said in his most approving tone. "If

he can find out what Bradford and that woman were up to,

fine, but he shouldn't push it."

"Well, if you think it's best," Powell said doubtfully.

"I talked to Jorgensen," he said in a perkier tone a moment

later. "He's finished with his analysis, and you'll have it

in the morning."

"Well, thank God for that, anyway." He put the phone

down again, again dried his hands.

"What do you want to do about Webb and Gilmore?" Powell

asked presently.

"I told you, put them in together!" Curtis roared.

Then, more gently, "Didn't some old philosopher once say

that mutual survival tends to assure mutual admiration?"

"If you say so, sir." He paused, then continued, his
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tone edged with frustration. "Look, Ben, I still think

we're missing a bet by not asking the Soviets for help. The

President would probably do handsprings when he found out,

and you won't have to worry about his shutting down the

program then. If we don't ask them, and they find out what

a fix we're in, we may never be able to count on their help

again. And I daresay the President would be more than a

little perturbed."

"You 'daresay?' Tony, do you think you could stop

being the PR man long enough to consider the kind of burden

the Russians would be? Suppose we discover--assuming we

ever get the flight off the pad!--that there really are

aliens on the moon. What will the Russians say then--after

they ask why we didn't mention the aliens in the first

place?"

"I think that's the President's problem, not ours,"

Powell replied briskly.

"Precisely. Now if the installation is Soviet, we've

got an even worse problem, and he already has enough

problems without my bringing him more. Is that clear? This

is an American project, and any difficulties it encounters

will be solved by Americans."

"But Ben--"

"Is that clear?"

"Clear, General. Now if you don't mind I'll go home to
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bed. I've got some long days ahead of me." And he hung up.

But this time Curtis had shut out Powell's insolence;

he'd opened the drawer where he'd tossed the photo of him

and Bradford arm-in-arm, and was smiling down at it.

14

Brigadier General T. Sherman Wilkes, USA, switched off

the limousine's tiny television and leaned back in the

crushed velour seat. He opened the wetbar to his right and

mixed himself a vodka martini. Something about his

reflection in the mirror caught his eye: a trace of Mrs.

Wadsworth's heavy red lipstick remained near his left ear.

He produced a handkerchief and wiped it away, then ran a

hand over the stubble of hair along his square jawline. He

brushed a disobediant lock of brown hair back in place,

examined his dark eyes for signs of fatigue, then shut his

eyes and, sipping the martini, played back in his mind the

conversation he'd had with Bishop earlier that day.

Bishop had phoned from the home of a Defense

undersecretary. Bishop had established with this

undersecretary what the Modern Army referred to as an

"alternative co-dependency." Though Wilkes appreciated its

necessity--a similar arrangement had secured him a copy of

the analysis of the mysterious red dust found near the lunar

installation--such a thing nevertheless remained one of many

about the Modern Army that Wilkes, a fourth-generation West
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Pointer, thoroughly loathed.

"Carnival here, sir,1" Bishop had begun with a trace of

weariness.

"Report, Carnival."

"Your assessment of Bearden's agenda for his get-

together tonight was correct, sir. "

"Will the usual worshippers be there?"

"Yes, sir: Payton and George from Defense, Elliot

from--"

"Good. Call Doug and extend my regrets, then secure

any information immediately available on Case Four July."

"That--could be difficult, sir. "

"You have your orders, Carnival. I'll be at home till

about four, then I'm going to dinner in the city. I'll be

back no later than eleven. I'll expect the information by

then."

"Yes, sir."

"One more thing. No more open-line calls. It seems

we're in enemy territory, as before."

"Yes, sir. Watch your back, sir."

The limousine eased to a stop, and the engine fell

silent. Wilkes drained his glass and returned it to the

wetbar; seconds later the driver opened the door, and

Wilkes stepped out into the cool evening. "Thank you,

Sims," he muttered, "I'll see you in the morning." The
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white-haired old Negro bowed slightly as Wilkes passed.

As always, he approached the twenty-three room mansion

with a sense of reverence: it had been home to his family

for nearly one hundred and fifty years. He let himself in

and was greeted by Delilah, the housekeeper and Sims's

daughter. "This arrived for you shortly after you left,

sir," she reported nervously, handing him a box wrapped in

plain brown paper.

He held it loosely in his hands. "Why didn't you call

and tell me?" he barked. "I would have cancelled my

engagement and returned."

Delilah seemed properly petulant. "I'm sorry, sir. It

didn't occur to me to do that, sir.1"

"Well, it might not occur to me to give you your day

off next week," he snapped, and started towards the couch.

He stood over the coffee table, unwrapped the paper, removed

a thick file from the box, and sat on the couch. Delilah ran

up, gathered the paper and box, and disappeared. Wilkes

hardly noticed; he leaned back, crossed his legs, and opened

the file.

Case Four July had had several incarnations, the

earliest of which had been developed in 1923 under the

fanciful code name Operation Red Baron. The civil war in

Russia, in which the US had participated, had recently been

lost, and there'd been a great fear in the War Department



251

that a Communist could one day be elected President. The

plan had remained largely unchanged until the 1960s, when it

was twice altered, first to deal with a radical, then with a

radical black, in the White House.

But the good soldier, Wilkes knew, did not reflect on

the history of a ticking bomb. If this particular bomb went

off it would make the biggest bang in history. Wilkes went

through the file quickly, mentally noting key officials,

strategic areas, timetables; when he finished he stood and

walked into the study. He dropped the file on the desk,

then went to the intercom on the wall.

"Delilah!" he barked. "I'd like a pot of coffee,

please. Very strong." No reply. "Delilah!"

"Sorry, sir," a voice slurred, "I was asleep."

Wilkes frowned, glanced at his watch. Nearly two hours

had passed. "As quickly as you can, then," he muttered.

Returning to the desk, he sat, activated his computer,

and called up a file labeled "Deep Throat." He smiled as he

scanned the memo he had transmitted to Secretary of State

Humdingher months ago outlining Case Cinco de Mayo.

Humdingher had accepted the memo's veracity immediately, and

its ultimate result--Bearden's resignation--had been most

gratifying--

A noise in the kitchen startled him; then he realized

it was only Delilah, preparing the coffee. He remembered
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Bishop's admonition to "watch his back." He'd been watching

his back longer than Bishop had been alive; it was another

abominable thing required by the Modern Army. And the

higher he got the more carefully he'd have to watch it.

T. Sherman Wilkes, USA, leaned forward and began to

type. He'd only just begun to climb.

15

Paris seemed to have agreed with Humdingher. He'd lost

weight, had begun to dress more stylishly, if not more

neatly, and his countenance seemed less furtive and more

jovial. Nevertheless, it was easy for Reinhart to spot him

in the huge ballroom which the French government had

transformed into a breakfast buffet; after taking a moment

to look to his own countenance, Reinhart angled across the

room towards him.

Humdingher grinned almost lewdly as Reinhart took a

seat opposite him. "So you're dining with me this morning

instead of with your Russian friend. I guess I should be

flattered."

"If you like," Reinhart retorted, struggling to keep

calm. "But I think I should tell you this isn't a social

visit."

"Now that hurts. Deeply." He eased a spoonful of

grapefruit into his mouth, winced, and dumped two more

spoons of sugar on the rest. "I think you should know the
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Israelis are hurt as well," he continued idly. "They've

seen you hugger-mugger with Bolkoniev and they think we and

the Soviets are ganging up on them."

Though it took an effort Reinhart matched Humdingher's

tone. "I wonder what they'd say if they knew you were

waltzing around with Robert Lopescu at all hours of the

night."

Humdingher was only momentarily surprised. "I suppose

Bolkoniev told you that. You'd be wise to consider the

source."

"You deny it, then?" He eyed a platter of crepes

ambivalently, then helped himself to two.

"No, I don't deny it," Humdingher returned. Finding the

grapefruit finally to his liking, he attacked it with

abandon. "But--if it's not too early in the morning for

you, that is--stop and think a minute. He only told you we

were talking, not what we were talking about."

Reinhart smothered what would have been an angry reply

with crepe, then drowned it with a mouthful of coffee. "He

wants to know. It's a normal human phenomenon called

'curiosity."'

Humdingher grinned. "I can see it's not too early in

the morning after all." He worked on the grapefruit a

little, then added without interest, "If the Russians want

to know what's going on, let them ask officially."
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This time Reinhart's anger would not be denied. "They

won't do that. It'd embarrass the President. You wouldn't

mind that, though, would you?"

"As a matter of fact I'd mind it very much." He gouged

around the edges of the grapefruit for the last traces of

meat. "'Course, it might embarrass them even more when we

asked them what they knew about the secret underground

installation we've discovered on the Moon."

Reinhart's mouth dropped open. "What are you talking

about?"

"Remember that report Lopescu wanted to give you the

day he was fired--the report you didn't want to see?" He

went on to summarize it, adding what Lopescu had discovered

since.

"This is incredible!" Reinhart cried when he'd

finished. "Why has Curtis kept this from us?" His eyes

widened. "Why have you kept this from us?"

"I should think that'd be obvious," Humdingher grunted.

"The President's got to see these negotiations through to

the end, like he promised."

"But this discovery makes these negotiations seem--"

"Trivial by comparison? So it does--which is precisely

the wrong way to look at them. The Arab-Israeli conflict

has to be resolved once and for all, because if the Russians

did build that installation, they've made technological
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breakthroughs we've only dreamed about, and we're going to

need every hand free to deal with them." He tossed his

spoon noisily on his plate and sat back. "In the meantime,

I'm worried about the possibility--make that the

probability--your Russian friend is a spy."

The sight of food had suddenly made Reinhart nauseous.

He pushed his plate away and groaned, "Please, Arthur,

tell me you don't really believe that."

"What I believe is of no consequence," Humdingher

snapped. "It's my job to be concerned with the security of

the people of the United States." He leaned forward, pointed

at Reinhart's face. "Actually, it's your job, Edward. If

you'd done it--"

"All right, you've made your point."

"No, I really haven't." He withdrew his finger, seemed

to relax. "I've been seeing Lopescu for a legitimate

purpose. But I bet you can't give me one solid reason why

you've been hanging around Bolkoniev. "

Reinhart had closed his eyes. "I could give you plenty

of reasons, but I doubt you'd understand them."

"I daresay you're right about that. But ask yourself

why Bolkoniev has become your pal now, after years of

animosity."

"He told me why, and I believe him," Reinhart pouted.

"And anyway he's not like that."
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"And what, pray tell, is he like? No doubt I'll be

just as astonished by your conversations as you were by mine

and Bob's. "

"All right, since you asked." He offered a detailed

account of the two dinner meetings.

Humdingher gazed at him, his tiny eyes very wide. "My

God, I was right," he breathed. "Nothing less than the fate

of your precious Treaty is at stake here, and you two spend

your time trading religious anecdotes."

"If nothing else it proves Bolkoniev's harmless,"

Reinhart rejoined uncomfortably.

"The best spies always appear harmless."

"Well, I guess you'd know."

"Now, now, Edward," Humdingher grinned, "deep down in

your heart of hearts you know I was right in meeting Bob."

"Arthur, that's not finally the issue. Where you and I

are concerned it never has been."

Humdingher raised his eyebrows mockingly. "Why do I

think there's a sermon coming?"

Reinhart ignored him. "For as long as you've been

Secretary of State, Arthur, the Boss has always been wrong

and you've always been right. If anybody's lost his sense

of proportion around here, Brother, it's you, and this

escapade with Lopescu is the indelible proof. If the

President makes a decision contrary to our counsel--in other
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words, if he decides to shut down the CIA and fire its

director--it doesn't matter if that decision is wrong or

right in an absolute sense. Being the President makes him

right. Now why is that so hard for you to take?"

"It's hard for me to take because I am always right,

Ed," Humdingher replied immediately. "If I ever felt I were

wrong I'd have no business voicing an opinion, to say

nothing of being Secretary of State. I'd have no business

being alive if I didn't believe in everything I say and

do--and be willing to fight for it."

"What you're doing isn't fighting," Reinhart volleyed

weakly. "Rather than have a showdown with the Boss you're

sneaking around behind his back."

"What choice do I have?" Humdingher cried. "If he

wouldn't spare Lopescu after he blew the whistle on

Bearden--" He held out his hands. "Ed, there's a

difference between fighting a battle and committing

suicide."

"Which means you wouldn't give your life for the

President if called upon to do so."

"I can't say I would, no. I would, however, freely

give my life for my country. Believe it or not, so would

Bob Lopescu. That kind of loyalty alone makes him valuable.

He's also goddam good at his job."

Reinhart pounded the table top, bellowed, "But that's
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not your decision to make, Arthur!"

"Yes it is, Edward! For your information, this nation's

boundaries are not delineated by the walls of the Oval

Office. The President's just another citizen, my friend,

just another human being, and like any other human being he

can be wrong."

"So can you."

"I never said I couldn't be. But the Boss'll be the

first to tell you I've been right more often than I've been

wrong. And, by your own dubious logic, Ed, if he said I was

right, I was right."

Defeated, Reinhart averted his gaze from Humdingher's

smirk. After a long moment, he breathed, "So that's it, eh?

You want me to keep quiet and leave you alone, secure in the

knowledge that in six months we'll be sitting around

laughing about all this."

Humdingher pushed himself away from the table. "I

don't 'want' you to do anything except use your head for a

change." He sighed heavily. "But you probably won't.

You'll probably blurt this to the Boss at the first

opportunity and then all hell'1ll break loose."

Suddenly he was waving a finger in Reinhart's face;

behind it his own face was crimson with rage. "You're the

dangerous one around here, 'Brother!' You preach to me

about my lack of ideals but I'm beginning to wonder if you
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have any. Your only aim seems to be to keep him happy. Your

sole interest is to help him maintain this fantasy that,

since the Treaty, all is right with the world and we're all

free to move on to bigger and grander things. Twice now he's

been on the verge of seeing the light, but you've yanked him

away from it like a mother yanks her kid away from a

forbidden TV program. In the final analysis you're spoiling

him for us all."

He stood, talked down to Reinhart like a king to a

pauper. "When you finally decide to get your feet back on

the ground let me know. I might still be able to make you

into a decent advisor to this President, not to mention a

better friend. So far, under your tutelage, he's wasted

untold opportunities to effect permanent solutions to some

of our oldest and most serious problems. Hopefully, history

won't blame you too much for that."

He stepped away from the table, then returned, smiling.

"Really, Ed, there are worse people to have as friends than

Robert Lopescu. At least I know who's side he's on--his

own. That's the most valuable thing you can learn about

anyone. When you get that through your thick skull, it'll be

time for Lesson Two. "

Numb, Reinhart sat for some time after Humdingher had

gone. The walls of his psyche had been breached--in several

places--by Humdingher's assault. Why had his own beliefs
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not rushed into the fray? Why had they shrunk back, leaving

him on the defensive almost from the start? No wonder

Humdingher hadn't been able to detect them: they'd all gone

into hiding as soon as the battle had begun.

And then he realized why. His ideals were those of

meekness, and gentleness. His ideals were those of peace.

They had turned the other cheek, taken the blows, laid down

and let the attackers run over them. Reinhart had lost this

battle with Humdingher--would lose every battle with

Humdingher--simply because he was not a fighter, while

Humdingher was probably one of the best mankind, up to now a

race of fighters, had to offer.

At length Reinhart stood, stretched, and left the

ballroom. Like every peaceful man threatened with

belligerance and unreason he knew it was time to develop

something--a weapon--to give the bully pause.

16

At Will Rogers World Airport, Oklahoma City, the

President stood on a hastily-erected platform before the

open hatch of Air Force One. The crowd--conservatively

estimated at 15,000, many of whom had stood in ankle-deep

puddles for hours--fell silent and strained to hear as the

President's voice rippled out at them:

"Many are the miracles we have seen in the recent past,

ladies and gentlemen. Perhaps the greatest miracle is that
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we are alive, and not piles of radioactive ash. But you

here today, you who have escaped this vengeful swipe of

nature's hand--you are the greatest miracle yet. Your

strength, your determination, your hope in the face of this

catastrophe, serve to remind the rest of us of all that is

good about ourselves, of all that is worth defending and

proclaiming--be it in the depths of space, or at a

negotiating table. I have seen your courage, ladies and

gentlemen, and your faith, and they move me to reaffirm my

pledge that I will seek only that which is best for mankind,

only that which assures mankind a lasting life fertile with

dreams, and the freedom to make them a reality."

From anyone else such statements would have seemed

empty rhetoric, the same old banal doublespeak to be

dismissed with derision. But from this man, who spoke so

humbly of his many miracles, from this man to this huge

crowd in this wounded metropolis, the words came as truth,

because they were a dream, because they were what should

have been and were so much better than the lie that was.

And should, by some devilish intervention, the miracles

cease, the promises not materialize, the dreams dissolve,

the people would not crucify this man, would not look for

wrong in this man but rather in themselves, in their own

unworthiness, for it was common knowledge that miracles

happened only to those who deserved them.
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17

The noise inside Bradford's head faded gradually, from

the roar of motorcycles to the crash of surf to the passage

of a breeze. He struck his head with his hand, unaware his

arm had moved. Indeed, he'd thought himself paralyzed: his

appendages felt like empty tubes. His eyes would not open.

Something picked up the hand that had hit his head and

held it against something else warm and smooth. Two moist

things touched it. The same two moist things touched his

face, followed by a small drop of water. A voice spoke his

name.

At the sound of the voice sensation abruptly returned,

and energy; his eyes rolled open by themselves. Vicki, her

face ravaged by tears, sat on the bed, the bed in a small,

strange bedroom, holding and kissing his hand. "God, what

happened?" he coughed. His mouth was very dry and breath

came in short, painful spurts.

"Don't move," she ordered absurdly, "I'll get you some

water." She stumbled into the bathroom to the left of the

bed, and Bradford heard the tap open and close; she returned

with an overflowing, dirty glass and nearly drowned him as

she tried to pour its contents down his throat.

"Okay, okay," he choked, pushing her away. This took

all his strength; the room spun a little until his eyes

tumbled shut again.
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"You fainted, keeled right over," Vicki said thickly.

The room was still again; he explored his head with his

hand. His headache was gone, but he didn't feel normal.

His head felt--larger somehow. "Keeled right over where?"

he muttered, watching her.

"In the restaurant. Don't you remember?" Her voice was

edged with panic.

"Doesn't sound like I'd want to. Where are we now?"

"At the home of a doctor friend of mine." She stood.

"I'll just run and tell her you're awake."

She returned in a moment accompanied by a stunning

redhead. "Dick, this is Anna Kribner," she announced. The

other woman smiled a liquid smile and sat on the bed; if not

for her smallish, wrinkled hands, and her sharp, practiced

movements as she listened to his heart and checked his blood

pressure, Bradford would have sworn she was no older than

twenty-one. He finally caught himself ogling her and turned

guiltily away; Vicki, standing in a corner, smiled at him

and shook her head mockingly.

Finishing her examination, Anna Kribner sat primly with

her hands in her lap. "Well, you're getting there," she

said, the liquid smile now more matronly. "I don't know

what happened in that restaurant, Mr. Bradford, but when

Vicki brought you here you had almost no blood pressure.

You're lucky to be alive."
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He tried to raise his head, ran out of energy, fell

heavily to the pillow. Vicki took a step towards him but

Anna Kribner waved her away. "Tell me, Mr. Bradford, was

there any pain when you--collapsed? Pain in your head,

perhaps?"

"Yeah, I had a terrible headache," Bradford rasped.

"What's that mean?"

"Maybe a mild stroke," Anna Kribner shrugged. "I doubt

you'd've been allowed in space with high blood pressure, or

a history of blackouts, or epilepsy, or anything else this

could have been. Anything's possible, of course, but... ."

She stood. "Vicki's told me what you've been through

lately. I think you're just feeling the effects of severe

stress. You should take a long rest and let Vicki wait on

you." She turned, smiled quickly at her friend, then turned

back, opened a bag on the nighttable and dropped her

equipment in it. "Well, Mr. Bradford, I daresay it's been

more of a pleasure for me than it has for you." She smiled

coyly, lifted one eyebrow. "And if Vicki doesn't take good

care of you, you know where to find someone who will." She

picked up her bag and swirled out of the room. Vicki shook

her head again, then followed and closed the door.

Bradford shut his eyes; the room had begun to spin

again. Through the closed door he heard voices raised. He

thought he heard, "Did you want to kill him?" but he was
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certain he was wrong: it was unwise to trust his senses at

this stage, anyway. Stress, eh? Well, whatever had happened

had happened too fast to be frightening; instead, he felt

more angry, like he'd been attacked in a parking lot. And he

felt nervous, too--would Vicki still want him now, when he

was more unheroic than ever?

The door opened, and Vicki, looking serious, came in

and sat on the bed. "Anna just chewed me out," she sighed.

"She's right, though--this whole thing was my fault. I

never, never should have talked you into going to the

installation. We're getting on the first plane to St.

Louis."

"What about your career?" Again he tried to rise; again

he fell back.

She fell on top of him. "What career? CBS has kept me

on ice long enough. I'll just get something in St. Louis.

Heaven knows there's plenty of news there."

Suddenly he required no energy whatsoever to sit up and

hold her tight. "Are you sure?"

"You might as well ask if I'm sure I'm a woman." She

kissed him tenderly, then stood. "Hungry? I can run down

the street and bring us back some breakfast. "

"Breakfast? Was I out all night?"

"Yes, and Mummy was worried she'd never see you again."

She went to the door.
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He raised up on his elbows. "If you were so worried,

why didn't you take me to a hospital?"

She leaned on the door and glared at him. "Really,

Dick, I didn't want you smothered by the media, or, for that

matter, by Mr. Sharpe and his band of merry men." Abruptly

she smiled. "Now you get on the phone and make those flight

reservations, and I'll--"

"Wait a minute, what about Curtis?"

"What about him?" she groaned. "He's certainly heard

about our little adventure by now, wouldn't you agree? And

since there was nothing in the news this morning about

postponing or cancelling the new mission, I would conclude

that he didn't take our adventure very seriously. "

"Maybe that's because he hasn't seen our evidence."

"Darling, I know you're not thinking too clearly, but

try to understand--Curtis has more to be afraid of if he

doesn't know what kind of evidence we have."

She raised an arm, let it drop. "Look, don't let's

talk about this any more. Anna said you need to rest and

forget about it, and.. .I'd just like to put it behind me."

She waved a hand in dismissal and left the room.

* * *

She returned twenty minutes later with bacon, eggs, and

biscuits for two. He'd dragged himself into the kitchen and

sat at the plain dinette; it looked like a duplicate of
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Vicki's. As a matter of fact, the--house? apartment? condo?

--seemed rather ramshackle for a good-looking lady doctor.

"She works at a free clinic," Vicki explained easily

between gulps of her own food and attempts to feed him: he

was too exhausted after his expedition to lift his arms.

"Her?" he whispered; the food had made his mouth dry

again. "In a government-funded inner city operation?"

"Why?" Vicki snapped. "You think she should be a

model?"

"Or a journalist." This brought a smile.

They spoke little after this: Vicki seemed a little

jealous of Anna Kribner, and Bradford couldn't talk any more

anyway. Vicki, of course, was too busy eating, first her

food, then what he'd left.

* * *

Two and a half hours later they boarded a flight to St.

Louis. Vicki bundled him up, which served also to disguise

him, and got him a wheelchair, in which he fell asleep after

less than ten minutes. She awakened him only when they

landed, and he felt much better, as if the whole Washington

episode had been just another nightmare.

18

"In the past seven days," Palmer Headren's column

began, "more progress has been made towards a lasting Middle

East peace than in the quarter-century since the Camp David
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Accords. The President continues to clean up the messes

other men have left him with almost ridiculous ease. One

wonders, however, if he will be able to clean up those of

his own making with similar aplomb.

"The space program is one such 'mess.' He has revived

a moribund disease of a project and made it the hormone by

which he might stimulate human spiritual evolution. He has

made it the mailed fist with which, to use his words, we

might 'seize the greatness which had long eluded us.' He

has made it the catapult to godhood: we do not grow, but

Earth shrinks to a size small enough to be seen in its

entirely from the porthole of a spacecraft.

"What of the people who remain on this tiny Earth,

toiling as before? What are their chances for godhood?

Indeed, what are their chances for survival? Most of the

world's population still doesn't know where its next meal is

coming from. The President's dream doesn't affect that

reality one iota, except perhaps to mock it. The

President's dream won't unite and exhilerate mankind, simply

because most of mankind doesn't have time to pay attention

to, much less be exhilerated by, something that doesn't

directly affect the outcome of its battle for survival.

"This is not to criticize the President's choice of

hormone. As hormones go, space is unbeatable. It's

exciting. It's glamorous. It's easy, because every step is
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a giant leap, while back on Earth we stumble and fall all

too often. But like all artificial stimulants this hormone

tends to cloud our perceptions, tends to help us ignore our

continuing vulnerability to the whims of our earthly

environment. We can strive for godhood all we like,

whenever we like, but our environment reinforces our

mortality, as the citizens of Oklahoma City have been

brutally reminded. That's probably why the environment's

there.

"One might argue that the President inherited man's

wish to conquer space even as he inherited tensions in the

Middle East, a shaky economy, rampant crime, ad nauseum. If

so, let us pray he decides to deal with that wish as he has

dealt or is dealing with the rest of these curses. Let us

hope he eliminates it."

The President rolled up the newspaper and slammed it

into his palm. "What the hell does he want me to do," he

shouted across the lawn to his father, "figure out how to

control the weather?"

The old man chipped a golf ball neatly onto a tiny

green some twenty feet away. "Settle down, Son," he

muttered, and addressed another ball. "I doubt if Palmer

Headren has figured out how to control his bladder." He

emphasized his statement with a crisp swing, and another

ball dropped tantalizingly close to the hole.
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"Why won't he understand?" the President moaned. He

began swatting his leg with the paper as he paced.

A ball sailed well to the right of the green. "Son,

please, do you mind? I'm trying to practice."

"Sorry." He proceeded gingerly to the gazebo, where he

poured himself another glass of chocolate milk and sat

heavily. "It's just that Palmer Headren's been the

country's most incisive political thinker for nearly five

years now. He's the kind of person who could lend

immeasurable intellectual weight to the New World Spirit.

And now I discover he objects to the movement's very focal

point." He drained the small glass, slammed it down on the

metal tray. "It's... .unsettling, to say the least."

From the green, where he was now busy with the putter,

the old man called, "Aren't you forgetting something? For

every Palmer Headren there's ten million men in the street,

and their opinions are what's important. And regardless of

how incisive Headren might be he's ultimately just like any

other political columnist--he's got to go around dumping

garbage into clean water to make sure people read his stuff.

Otherwise he starves to death."

The President watched him sink two or three putts, then

turned away and sighed. "Unfortunately, my inclination has

always been to give another man's words as much weight as I

give my own." He smiled. "You always used to say that was
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very democratic of me."

"Well, in this case, if you'll pardon me, I think it's

very dumb of you. You've got enough to worry about without

adding Headren's swell-headed rhetoric to the list." He

bent over, collected the balls, and began hobbling towards

the gazebo.

"Yeah, I suppose you're right." He dropped two ice

cubes into a glass, added a splash of vodka, topped the

glass with tonic water, and handed it to his father as he

climbed the stairs. "But what if Headren's right, too?" he

pursued. "I mean, no doubt the space program is the

farthest thing from the minds of Oklahoma City's survivors

right now. Meanwhile, the program itself is foundering--one

man's dead, another's in a coma, a third's out of a job he's

had the better part of twenty years. It's anything but the

'stimulation of human spiritual evolution' I've wanted it to

be. As Headren says, this is my hormone, my dream, my

curse, and if something's gone wrong with it, then perhaps

something's gone wrong with me."

The old man took a sip of his drink, then handed it

back. He sat on the end of the chaise lounge, began rubbing

his calves. "Well, Son, if that's the way you feel you damn

well better find out if something's wrong with the space

program."

"When am I supposed to do that? These negotiations--"
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"Have you so bollixed up you're jumping at every shadow

that comes across your path." He held out his hand for the

glass, drained it in loud gulps, then lay back and uttered

an enormous, satisfied sigh. "Leave them for a while. Go

down to Houston and pay your friend Curtis a visit. But for

heaven's sake stop worrying. Don't you see, Son--you're

doing just what you want the world to stop doing: you're

dwelling on your failures. It's about time you rediscovered

success."

"Maybe I already have," the President mused. "Doug

Bearden's been pretty quiet lately. I told you it would all

blow away if I ignored him."

"Maybe it's blown away, maybe it hasn't." He knotted

his hands behind his head. "Bearden held a little soiree'

the other night. Lots of brass, lots of Defense flunkies.

'Course, Doug always did suck up to Defense people, and I'm

not sayin' that wasn't all he was doin' this time. But I

gather some things were said you might be interested in

hearing."

"Well?" the President queried after a long moment.

His father looked at him hard. "Favor for favor, Son.

You tell me what went on in the Situation Room Easter Eve,

and I'll tell you--"

"Oh for crissakes, Dad, nothing happened that didn't

have to happen! Now I know how much you like war stories,
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but you're the only one left in the family who does! Get

the message?"

"Loud and clear, Son," the old man grunted. The clear

eyes searched him for a time, as if looking for something

they'd once seen but now couldn't find; then, abruptly, the

old man reached over and squeezed the President's neck. He

smiled affectionately, and the President found himself

smiling back.

Withdrawing his hand, the old man looked around at the

garden. "Well, I'm of f to the Mayo in the morning." He

held up his hand. "And I'll have none of your begging to go

back to Walter Reed. Those bastards wouldn't know a biopsy

from a bedpan."

The President smiled; he'd never begged. Some years

ago the doctors at Walter Reed had announced the old man had

cancer of the prostate. Exploratory surgery, however, had

drawn a blank, and he'd availed himself of the Mayo Clinic

ever since.

"'Course, the Mayo people aren't much better," he went

on. "Probably say I died last month and my residual

meanness makes it look like I'm alive." He looked at the

garden again, longer and more contemplatively. "Hate to go.

So much to do in the yard yet. Busted my butt getting that

green in shape."

"Don't worry about it, Dad. Mason can handle it."
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"If you can worry about the state of the world, I can

damn well worry about the state of my yard! Allow an old

man a few responsibilities, anyway!"

The President would have laughed had he not detected a

hint of desperation in the words. "If you say so," he said

carefully. "But wouldn't you like to get away for a while?

And I don't mean to the Mayo."

"What'd you have in mind?" the old man asked in a

disinterested tone, which meant he was very interested.

"I thought you might like to go down to Houston with

me, and then maybe on a little speaking tour to reassure

everybody about the space program."

His father shifted in the chaise lounge. "Really, Son,

you don't need me for something like that." His eyes blazed

with excitement.

"I didn't say I needed you. But I can't take Ed

everywhere with me. I imagine people are already saying a

lot of things I don't want to hear."

The old man rose stiffly, stretched slowly and

luxuriantly. "Well, if it's necessary to protect your image

I suppose I could work it in."

He started down the steps, waved for his son to follow.

"Come help me pack. After thirty years Angie still doesn't

know how to fold shirts."
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19

"I'm afraid I must pass on lunch today, Aleksei

Alekseivitch," Reinhart said casually into the phone. "I'm

a little under the weather."

"Ah, I quite understand, my friend," the jolly voice

replied. "As it happens, I was about to phone you and give

you my regrets. It seems I must return to Moscow."

"Conference?"

"Undoubtedly, though I've not yet been told." He

sighed. "I must say the prospect does not excite me. In

the old days, when one was called home without explanation,

one could expect anything from a decoration to the firing

squad. I would almost prefer a firing squad to another

conference."

Reinhart smiled. "Surely you'd prefer a decoration

more ."

"Only if I were permitted to pin it on myself,"

Bolkoniev growled, and they both laughed.

They exchanged farewells and Bolkoniev hung up, leaving

Reinhart wondering about the convenience of the sudden

'conference.' Was it possible Bolkoniev was leaving before

Reinhart could confront him about being a 'spy'?

Up to now, of course, Reinhart had not given any

credence whatsoever to Humdingher's theory. In any case, he

had not cancelled their lunch date to avoid the Russian;
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rather, he had done so because he realized that Humdingher

was the true enemy, and that he, Reinhart, should take some

time to familiarize himself with Humdingher's resources--

namely, the CIA and Robert Lopescu--before Humdingher could

launch another attack.

To that end, he returned his attention to the files in

front of him. They'd been sent from his Washington office

by special pouch; besides the CIA insignia, their front

covers carried stenciled red letters which warned,

"Director's Eyes Only." Their contents, at least so far,

were largely incomprehensible. One contained an

"appreciation" of something called the ONIF system; after

wading through several pages of technicalese Reinhart had

hesitantly concluded that ONIF was a process by which toxic

substances were dispersed from high altitudes over

unfriendly population centers. Another file offered an

analysis of material from a source "high" in the Japanese

Ministry of Economics; it seemed to indicate that upcoming

Japanese deals for Australian raw materials would not

seriously affect pending US-Japanese trade agreements. A

third file reported the status of an intricate plan to

launder money by investing in emerging Soviet capitalist

enterprises. And on and on. The one file he needed, the

one file he didn't have, the one file he should have paid

very careful attention to when he'd had it earlier, was now
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in Humdingher's hands.

Reinhart had wanted to tell the President the other

night, of course, had wanted to tell him how Humdingher was

keeping this most important of all discoveries from him.

But the Boss had had other things on his mind, and anyway,

would telling him have made any difference? If called on

the carpet Humdingher would make a strong case for the

primacy of the negotiations, and, failing that, would

rightly point out that any confrontation with the Soviets

over an alleged lunar installation would not do the Treaty,

to say nothing of the New World Spirit, very much good. But

regardless of what Humdingher said, the President would

listen, not because he believed it, but precisely because he

didn't. For the President, like all pure, visionary men, was

fascinated by evil: by its form, its substance, its very

existence in a world so obviously alien to it. To the

President, Humdingher was like an open book, a grimoire

perhaps; what he saw there made no sense to him but it

nevertheless attracted him. And the attraction would grow,

and fester, even as Humdingher had grown here in Paris,

until, inevitably, the President would be forever corrupted,

like the innocent, curious child was corrupted by the

pedophile....

Reinhart's microcassette recorder stood on the desk

where he'd left it after he'd finished orally summarizing
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the files' contents. He flicked it on, began dictating a

note to himself about Humdingher, then suddenly flicked it

off again, stood, and slid the tiny machine into his jacket

pocket, where it was invisible and unobstrusive. He reached

into the pocket, practiced flicking the recorder on once or

twice. He'd take it everywhere with him from now on, and

next time Humdingher provoked an argument, he'd have all the

subtle put-downs, all the arrogances and malevolences on

tape for the Boss--and all the world--to hear.

Arthur Humdingher, pedophile, was about to be

castrated.

20

Much later, in a different but just as musty safehouse,

a very nervous Humdingher held an emergency meeting with an

oddly bemused Lopescu.

"We've got two problems, Bob," he said brusquely.

"First, the Russians are on to us."

"I know."

Humdingher gaped at him. "So what are you going to do

about it?"

"I'm not going to panic, Mr. Humdingher. What the

Russians have learned they can unlearn."

"Well, get busy unteaching them, then." He gnawed a

fingernail savagely, spat it out on the floor. "I guess I'd

better get to Washington. Better I admit it than wait for
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Ed to tattle on me."

Suddenly he froze, then stood and reared over the

seated Lopescu as if he were about to pounce on him. "You

son of a bitch," he whispered. "You told the Russians,

didn't you?"

"Only about our meetings," Lopescu said casually, "not

about what we've been discussing. Really, Mr. Humdinger,

we've kept this from the President long enough."

"So you decided to scare me into telling him. You

bastard." He stepped back, collapsed into his chair, began

chewing another nail. "I hope you realize the risk you've

taken," he rasped. "If you leak anything else to the

Russians, especially since they're probably the ones who

built that installation--" He stopped, because Lopescu had

done a remarkable thing.

He'd stood, dropped to his haunches before Humdingher,

and placed a hand on Humdingher's shoulder. "Look, sir, " he

said earnestly, "the Russians won't find out anything I

don't want them to. But the identity of the installation's

builder is secondary. Our primary concern should be the

installation's purpose. No doubt Curtis has targeted the

next lunar landing as far away from the installation as

possible. But the President must convince him--"

Humdingher batted Lopescu's hand away, almost knocking

him over. "Have you been talking to Reinhart?" he shouted.
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"Sounds like you have. Your good sense seems to have taken

a vacation."

Lopescu straightened. "Maybe you should take one, Mr.

Humdingher. "

"That'll be enough! Look, Bob, Curtis can land in the

Gobi Desert for all I care. We're going to act like we've

never heard of that installation. We're going to give the

Russians"--he threw up his hands--"or whoever built it,

enough rope, and then.... ." His voice trailed off as he

stuffed another finger in his mouth.

Seated again, Lopescu remarked, "It's your call, sir.

What's our other problem?"

Humdingher ignored the indifferent tone, spat out more

fingernail. "I've heard from Deep Throat again."

"Oh?"

"Yes. Does 'Case Four July' mean anything to you?"

Lopescu was impassive. "Not immediately."

"Well, learn all you can about it, and learn it by

yesterday. Unlike Cinco de Mayo, Deep Throat can't let this

one out of his sight."

"Did he say why?"

"Oh yes. He said it was a military plan to 'neutralize

the role of White House' and 'assume the administration of

the United States government. "

"I'll get on it," Lopescu said darkly, on his feet.
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21

Fog blanketed the back yard of the Maryland White House

next morning. The gazebo roof, appearing and disappearing,

gave the impression of an embattled fortress, weathering

then beating back waves of attacking savages. Such an

effect, the President decided, was not inappropriate for the

home of a career Army officer.

He drained his coffee cup and turned away from the

glass doors. His eyes drifted around his father's study,

focussing here and there on an unfamiliar photograph on the

wall or the title of a new book in the bookcase. He bent

over the desk and examined the ancient electric typewriter;

it was spotless though he doubted the old man had touched it

in twenty years. He'd bought the thing new, the President

recalled, in response to a friend's adjuration to write his

memoirs. He'd quickly discovered, however, that he couldn't

sit still long enough to get anything down, and had

abandoned the project after less than ten pages.

The President glanced outside again, verified that if

anything the fog had thickened, and, scowling, returned to

the kitchen to refill his cup. God only knew how long his

father's departure would be delayed. On the other hand,

perhaps this once the old man could take a limo to Andrews.

Probably not, though: he seemed to consider riding in a

helicopter a measure of virility, as if he were a cowboy
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riding a bucking bronco. The problem was, the longer the

old man stayed here, the more edgy he'd get, and another

argument would almost certainly erupt between them. Oh

well, there was nothing keeping the President from returning

to the White House via limo, now was there?

He sat at the kitchen table and opened the Washington

Post. He scanned the headlines, then turned to the editorial

page. It was too soon for a reaction to Palmer Headren's

column, but maybe someone else had something nice to say.

He'd begun reading economist Joanne Jastrow's appraisal of

recent events on the Japanese stock exchange when a Secret

Service man entered the room.

"Uh, excuse me, sir, but Secretary Humdingher is here."

The President whipped around so fast it hurt. "What

the hell? Send him in here." The agent nodded and left;

moments later Humdingher entered, looking very chipper.

"Morning, Boss. I practically had to hitchhike from

Baltimore, but I made it."

"So I see," the President grunted. "Want some coffee?"

"No thanks." He reached into his valise, produced a

file bearing CIA insignia, and tossed it on the table.

"This came into my hands last night. I thought you ought to

see it immediately. I, uh, hope the cover doesn't upset you

too much."

"Well well, CIA. I thought we'd put them out of
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business." He wasn't upset about the cover as much as he

was about the new presumptuousness of Humdingher's manner,

which reminded him strongly of Lopescu. As a matter of

fact, Humdingher seemed to have acquired Lopescu's body

language as well: it betrayed a confidence, an

independence, almost a defiance.

He opened the file, scanned the first few lines of the

initial document, then slammed it shut. "Bottom line, Art.

Is this one of those 'intelligent uses' you were talking

about the other day?"

"Let's just say it's an operation that should be seen

through to its conclusion," he replied amiably. "It concerns

the space program."

"Exactly how did this 'come into your hands?'" the

President asked gruffly. "Ed's the CIA's watchdog, not

you."

Suddenly Humdingher looked worried. He leaned on the

table and said in a low voice, "Look, Mr. President, there

are rumors going around that I made some kind of deal with

Bob Lopecsu to get this. I want to assure you those rumors

are absolutely without any basis in fact whatsoever. The

truth is, I got it from Ed."

"Why didn't Ed tell me himself?"

"He thought that, in view of the, uh, material, it

would sound better coming from me."
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Had he been wrong about Humdingher? Deferrence to

Reinhart had to be painful for him under the best

circumstances. "I'm listening."

"It's kind of funny in a way--he didn't consult me on

any overseas operations, which of course involve my turf,

but just on this domestic one. He realized how important

the space program is to you and to the success of the New

World Spirit, and he asked me, in light of the recent lunar

disaster, if I agreed that we'd better keep things in place

a while longer. I think you'll be glad--"

"All right, all right, like I said, bottom line."

Humdingher offered an apologetic smile, straightened,

and paced slowly around the table as, with little of his

usual embellishment, he told his story.

Which sounded like one of the myriad grade-Z sci-fi/Red

Menace flicks that had been a drive-in staple during the

President's teen-age years.

"Tell me, Art," the President remarked when Humdingher

had finished, "are you sure you didn't get this from Doug

Bearden or one of his disciples?"

Humdingher seemed puzzled by the question. "No, Boss,"

he said, frowning. "Ed's source is completely reliable."

The President almost laughed. "Not any more. That's

the most ridiculous story I've ever heard. Someone--

probably Bearden--is trying to play us all for fools."
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"Let me assure you, Boss, an installation of the type

described exists," Humdingher said, and sat.

"Then why hasn't Curtis told me about it?" the

President demanded.

"How do you know you can trust Curtis? I understand

you read him the riot act about his reaction to Murphy's

funeral."

The President played idly with his cup. "I didn't 'read

him the riot act.' We had some philosophical differences to

straighten out, that's all."

"If you say so." He stood, began pacing again. "Look,

sir, I can guarantee Bearden has nothing to do with this

installation scenario."

"Oh? And how're you going to do that?"

Humdingher stopped, leaned on the table again.

"Another source, with even more impeccable credentials, has

reported that Bearden might be planning a military coup.,"

The room spun a little; when it steadied again the

President stood and refilled his coffee cup. "Now that's

something I can believe." He leaned against the counter,

arms outstretched, as if to-keep the room from spinning

again.

"I don't have all the facts yet," Humdingher went on,

"but why would Bearden screw around with this installation

story if he were trying to boot you out of office?"
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The President's strength returned. "That's easy," he

scoffed, striding towards Humdingher. "A diversion, pure

and simple. You must admit the timing is perfect." He

swatted Humdingher on the back. "But if he thinks I'm going

to fall for it, he's sadly mistaken."

His sudden display of zest had no effect on Humdingher,

so he grabbed him around the shoulders and shouted, "Come

on, Art, cheer up! We can handle Bearden!"

Humdingher broke away, sat. "Yes, I believe we can.

As long as you stay in this country, in the public eye,

Bearden will hesitate. He's got to, otherwise his little

revolution will die before it even starts."

The President frowned. "But what about the

negotiations? My pledge?"

"We'll just have to think of something to keep you

here." He raised a hand, let it fall. "Maybe your father

could get sick. Suffer a stroke or something. It would

have to be serious enough to--"

"Now wait a minute, Art, I'm not going to lie to

anybody." He moved over, placed a hand on Humdingher's

shoulder. "Matter of fact, I think I should return to Paris

right away, give Bearden a chance to take the government

away from me. And when his little revolution dies, as it

inevitably will--"

"Will it die without bloodshed?" Humdingher shouted.
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"How many innocent lives will it cost to humiliate Bearden

one last time? Have you thought about that, Mr. President?"

No, he hadn't, and that made him more angry than

Humdingher's insolence ever could.

He left Humdingher and moved slowly back to the

counter, collected his coffee cup, and sat again. "I'm

sorry," he said dully, "you're absolutely right."

"Thank you, sir, " Humdingher breathed. "Now, as I

said, Bearden can be handled. But this lunar installation

is something else again. I think--"

The President held up a hand. "Sorry, Art, but even if

Bearden's got nothing to do with it I'm still not buying.

Curtis's silence is the biggest argument against its

existence."

"But what if it does exist?" Humdingher entreated.

"You've trusted him with this project like Ed trusts a

baby-sitter with his kids."

The President clasped his hands behind his head and

looked away. "Yeah, I trust him. So did you at one time.

I'd like to know what made you change your mind." He pushed

the chair away from the table and extended his legs.

"Believe what you like, but Ben Curtis would sooner slit his

wrists than keep anything from me."

"Don't you think you'd better make sure?" Humdingher

pursued, leaning towards him. "This is your baby, Boss,
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your pride and joy. This is your version of the cure for

mankind's problems--"

"That's enough!" the President roared, on his feet.

"Your answer is to assign everyone his own personal spy!"

"It would take away the element of surprise, wouldn't

it? It would certainly soften the blow when your friends

betrayed you!"

"What's all the shouting down here?" a crusty voice

demanded from the doorway. "What the hell are you doing

here, Humdingher?"

"Good morning, Major," Humdingher said smoothly. "The

President and I were--"

"Having a knock-down drag-out, it sounds like." The old

man shuffled into the room.

"Dad, uh, if you don't mind," the President began

without looking up.

"Sure, sure, just let me get my coffee and I'll go back

upstairs."

"I don't think that'll be necessary, Major," Humdingher

purred. "We should be through in a very few minutes, right,

Boss?"

The President's eyes involuntarily locked on

Humdingher's, then he tore them away. "Yeah, Dad," he said

irritably. "Just--go to the study. Here's the paper.

We'll be done soon."
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A grizzled hand reached out, tucked the paper under an

arm. "All right, the study it is." He shuffled out.

Humdingher was shaking his head in admiration.

"Amazing. My father died at fifty."

"Look, Art," the President barked, "we were talking

about Curtis. As it happens, I was planning to surprise him

in Houston sometime this week."

"And what makes you think Curtis will let you beard him

in his lair?" Humdingher demanded immediately.

Red with fury, the President shouted, "Has it ever

occurred to you there might be one person in this world who

wouldn't dream of lying to the President of the United

States? Why do you seem convinced I have yet to meet this

person?"

"Because it's my job to be so convinced," Humdingher

responded behind a maddening smile.

"No, your job is to provide me with counsel, to assist

me in the formulation of policy, not to pass judgment on the

moral fiber of every person I come into contact with!"

If anything, Humdingher's smile grew. "If you really

believe that, I pity you."

"What the hell is that supposed to mean?"

"Power, Mr. President." He stared at the table, and

very far beyond it. "The one thing an idealist like you

will never understand is the reality of power."
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"You're right," the President snorted, his rage

suddenly spent. "That statement went right over my head.1"

He turned away.

"So what are we going to do?" Humdingher pestered.

"I said I was going to Houston next week," the

President retorted, like a child repeating a promise to

perform a hated chore.

"At the very least invite him up here," Humdingher not

quite sneered. "At least give yourself that small edge."

"You know, I just may do it at that," the President

muttered, "if only to get him away from your CIA cronies."

He suddenly turned and marched towards Humdingher. "However

this little situation falls out, I intend to give Ben every

break. Is that clear?"

"Perfectly."

"All right then." A sudden weariness assailed him, and

he sank gratefully into the chair. He sipped his coffee--

cold by now--and decided to ignore Humdingher's

shape-shifting: the man had been under great pressure

lately. "You'd better be getting back to Paris," he sighed.

"Tell all the principals Dad's had a stroke."

"Of course." He began walking towards the door.

What the hell. "Hey, Art?"

Humdingher stopped. "Yes?"

"Sorry I shouted at you."



291

"It doesn't bother me," Humdingher said pleasantly,

moving again. "It's also part of my job to be your punching

bag. It's another reality of power."

"Really?" He didn't watch him leave.

He stared out the window for a time, watching the grey

day flow by; then, as if jostled by some outside force, he

stood and went to the study. His father sat in the old

recliner, sipping his coffee and reading the sports section.

"Well! Who won?" he asked, lowering the paper.

"Art did, who do you think," the President sighed. He

pulled out the desk chair and sank into it. "Dad, I need

enlightenment. I seem to be woefully ignorant of the

realities of power."

"Sure, Son," his father said, in the tone he reserved

for crisis.

22

Bradford reached the top of the hill, stood panting for

a moment, then turned and began walking back down towards

the A-frame. Vicki would be awake by now, he guessed, and

would want breakfast. She could eat like a horse and not

have to worry about exercising. He, on the other hand, went

to fat very easily, as this morning's run had demonstrated.

No doubt if they got married they'd fight more over food

than money.

If they got married.
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Yes, he'd thought about marrying Jeri Johansson. But

where marrying her would have been like putting his finger

in a dike, marrying Vicki would be like building a huge,

impregnable hydroelectric dam. Marriage to Jeri Johansson

would have forced him into a state of constant alertness.

He would have had to be on the lookout for the first signs

of new emotional and sexual discomforts, in order to prevent

them from becoming full-blown emergencies. Marriage to

Vicki, on the other hand, would require none of this; in

fact, the role of sentry was hers to play, not because he'd

asked her to play it but because she played it so naturally

and so well and, best of all, because she seemed to enjoy

it.

As a "hero" he was not unaccustomed to being looked

after, to being doted on. But people had doted on him

because they'd felt his approval, his gratitude, even his

smile conveyed some sort of absolution, perhaps even

promised some form of eternal life. Vicki, however, doted

on him because she desired to do so. She gave of herself

because she seemed to require nothing from him. In so doing

she had paid him the highest compliment anyone could pay:

she'd chosen him not because she needed him, but because she

wanted him.

When he entered the house she was awake, tapping away

at her lap-top. "I'm working up a knock-out resume'," she
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explained. He looked over her shoulder a moment, then

kissed the back of her neck, stripped, and stepped into the

shower. He'd just begun to lather up when he felt her join

him.

* * *

"It's gone!" she wailed, and was out of the pickup

almost before it stopped. She ran a short distance and

then, after kicking aside some charred debris, peered into

the cement hole that had once been the basement of Mama

Todd's.

As Bradford, in shock himself, slogged over to join her

a wrinkled, blue-haired woman, who'd probably been drawn by

Vicki's shout, poked her head out the front door of the

antique shop next door.

"Burned down three nights ago," she called in a crow's

voice. "Lucky it didn't take my place with it!"

Bradford stopped, then took a step towards her. "How'd

it happen?"

"Arson," the woman snapped. "Get the insurance money.

They were losin' their shirts on this place."

Vicki ran up. "But it was always full!"

"So? No matter how many customers you keep waitin' you

can't charge five seventy-five for a steak-and-eggs plate

that costs ten ninety-five anywhere else."

Bradford felt Vicki fuming beside him, decided for no
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reason that he should keep the conversation going. "Are

they planning to rebuild?" he asked the woman awkwardly.

"Are you jokin'? Louetta Todd's sixty-eight years old."

She lowered her voice. "If she does, I may burn the place

down myself."

"Why?" Vicki cried. "She must have brought you a lot

of business."

"Honey, thanks to Mama Todd's, no one could park within

half a mile of my place." And she slammed the door.

Vicki glared after her for a second, then turned and

gave the ruins one more mournful look. Finally she grabbed

Bradford's arm and hauled him roughly back to the pickup.

"This is a crime against humanity," she seethed.

23

Wilkes hadn't stayed up all night since Desert Storm.

He pushed himself away from his desk and rubbed his eyes; a

glance at his watch told him he had less than an hour to

prepare for the briefing at Defense this morning. But, he

thought, he could get away with being late, since nothing

important usually happened in the first half hour or so--

except, of course, for acting Chairman Petersen's ritual

humiliation of Admiral Haynes, which was always pleasurable.

He rubbed his eyes again and returned his attention to

the CRT. He paged up several sheets and reread a certain

paragraph, then sat back and, stroking his chin, gazed at
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the screen in the same way he would have appraised the

assets of a woman. Presently he bent forward, blocked the

paragraph, and ordered the system to print it.

As the printer clicked and whined to life, he saved the

file, then signed off and activated a different telephone

downlink with Defense. He passed the first security check

without difficulty and tapped in the key to the second,

which also was accepted. The hard copy he'd requested slid

smoothly into the collection tray and he clipped it to a

sizable sheaf of papers resting on the blotter to his left.

The papers carried NASA insignia; they comprised the

copy of the report on the red dust source Exhibition had

secured for him. In brief, the dust was residue from the

extraction of a new mineral, found only on the Moon and

hence known by the exotic name of Selenite One. The

extraction process involved the use of super-cold, not only

the most cost-effective method but the one most likely to

escape detection. Wilkes had laughed when he'd read that

part.

The nature of Selenite One had been classified ever

since its discovery over thirty years ago. To determine

why, Wilkes had spent the night breaking into every Defense

and NASA file he could; he'd uncovered a lot of hints, but

nothing definite. Now, on a hunch, he was attempting to

access a top-level file containing plans for various
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strategic initiatives.

He tapped in a possibility for the third code key. The

system rejected it. He tried another and was again denied

access. A third try caused the phone link to be broken, and

he slammed the desk top in momentary frustration. Then he

smiled. The fact that he couldn't find Selenite One anywhere

else virtually proved it was related to strategic weapons in

some fashion.

He stood and stretched, then sat again and picked up

the phone. Bishop answered on the second ring. "Carnival,

this is Ringmaster," Wilkes said. "I've just been informed

my report requires revision."

He imagined Bishop tensing at the coded message. "I

understand, sir. What sort of revisions are necessary?"

"Nothing extensive. But I need some information on

Selenite One. It's before your time, from the Nixon

administration, in fact."

"I understand," Bishop repeated.

"Good. See you at the briefing."

He hung up, certain the conversation had confused any

listeners. True, the references to Selenite One had been

uncoded, but by the time responsible people were notified of

his interest in it, the information would be in his hands.

And that information, he decided, would not be passed

on to Secretary Humdingher for free.
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24

Peter Van Heusen, stewing in his makeshift office at

the Walter Reed facility, vowed to kill Bradford next time

he saw him. Thanks to Bradford's little stunt of two days

ago, he, the unfortunate Billy Jones, and probably every

other civilian in the facility were virtual prisoners of

Clinton Sharpe. Only Gabriella was still permitted to come

and go as she pleased. This too was unfortunate, because

she was the one person Van Heusen would have enjoyed being

cooped up with.

He wondered where she was now. Probably in her

husband's room, though lately her loyalty had shown signs of

wavering. At least now she came to him, Van Heusen, to

share her feelings, instead of to that horse's ass, Kearnes.

That was his one small victory in the undeclared but

fiercely fought war between them. As a matter of fact, he'd

begun to wonder if Kearnes hadn't put Sharpe up to the

quarantine. It wasn't the same as a restraining order; he

could still see Billy. But he hadn't been able to move him,

to say nothing of bringing those charges of negligence

Kearnes so richly deserved.

That, however, had been more bluff than anything else.

If something did happen to the boy, he'd have a hard time

proving negligence under the best circumstances. Billy's

condition had not been Kearnes's responsibility to begin
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with, and no adverse reaction to Kearnes's "experiments" on

Billy had surfaced yet. More than likely, none would, so

Kearnes had him beat there, too.

But suppose something happened to Jones?

That way, negligence was practically guaranteed.

First-degree murder was possible, too, since it was plain

Kearnes, in his own moronic fashion, was also infatuated

with Gabriella. With her husband dead, Gabriella would

naturally come to him, Van Heusen, for comfort. And, with

her husband dead, he, Van Heusen, would be free to offer her

far more than comfort.

As if on cue, she appeared in the doorway. She looked

wistful, and spoke like a young girl describing a first

date: "I know I'm probably imagining things, but there

seemed to be a little more color in his cheeks just now."

"Probably a trick of the light," he said behind a

comforting smile.

"Of course." She smiled back, stepped into the office,

and sat in a chair in front of his desk. Her white slacks

might have been painted on, and her breasts bounced merrily

beneath her gossamer-thin pink blouse. He realized he was

staring, and forced himself to turn away.

"What's the outside world like this morning?" he joked

after a while.

"It's still there," she answered absently. Then she
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leaned forward and whispered, "I've thought about calling

General Curtis today and asking him to lift our quarantine."

Though he doubted anyone was listening, he decided to

match her tone. "You mean, his majesty Clinton the First is

soon to be overthrown?"

"Exactly. Then you can take Billy back to Houston."

His heart sank a little. "What about you?"

She drew back. "There's really not much point in my

staying any longer, either," she said, and seemed ashamed.

Van Heusen felt a surge of excitement. She was giving

up at last! But would she choose him--or Kearnes? The end

of the quarantine meant he had to act fast to put Kearnes

out of the picture.

He stood. "You know, I think I'll just pop down and

take a look at your husband, make sure you are imagining

things and so forth. In coma cases you can never be sure

what's happening."

She stood, too. "Good. I'll call Ben right now." She

stepped around the desk just as he did, and their bodies

touched briefly. She smiled a coy little smile when he

pulled away, then kept smiling as she sat in his chair and

reached for the phone. He waved from the doorway, then

hurtled down the corridor.

He bluffed a syringe out of Billy's nurse, then jogged

to Jones's room. Entering the chamber he moved quickly to
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the control override and switched it to manual, which would

keep the alarms from sounding when he disconnected the i.v.

tube. It would be a simple matter to inject an air bubble

into Jones's bloodstream through the i.v. stem. His back to

the bed, he took a deep breath and reminded himself that

what he was about to do was not murder but euthanasia--

He heard a sound behind him but before he could turn a

strong hand grabbed him by the neck and rammed him forehead-

first into the stainless steel control panel. As he felt

his knees buckle another hand grabbed the syringe; as the

floor rose up to hit him he felt a sharp pain where the

syringe penetrated his wrist. Next moment his chest was hit

with a wrecking ball; gasping for breath, Peter Van Heusen

reached out for the last thing he ever saw. But the bare

feet of his assassin were too quick for him.

25

The CBS Midday News carried the story that the

President's father had suffered a stroke overnight, and that

for the next several days at least state functions would be

conducted from the Maryland White House. Since very early

in the day, Ted Rowle reported, teams of specialists had

been readying the house, transforming it virtually into a

private hospital, while members of the President's staff had

been busy setting up a temporary Oval Office.

Now, arriving at the house by helicopter, the President
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was greeted by the lead specialist. They remained close to

the helicopter, and spoke no louder than necessary.

"We're finished," the specialist, actually an FBI man

named Trout, reported. He looked very tired. "Unless

Bearden's found a way to wire the roaches, the house should

be secure."

"What about long-range microphones?"

"Suffice it to say we've set up an electronic shield.

It'll block out anything within a quarter-mile of this

place."

"And the phones?"

"Just remember to use the scrambler."

The President smiled, clapped Trout on the back.

"Thanks to you and all your people. Your country won't

forget this." Trout smiled briefly and loped away, and the

President strode towards the patio doors.

The "ER" had been set up in a spare bedroom. There

actually was a special bed, and all sorts of electronic

equipment for monitoring a recovering stroke victim. Two

"doctors" and a "nurse"--Dad had insisted she be

attractive--sat reading magazines or watching TV. The old

man sat in his pajamas across the room, as far from the bed

as possible.

The President spoke briefly to one of the "doctors,"

then walked over and sat next to his father. "This is a
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pretty good job on short notice, don't you think?"

"Listen, Sonny, I want your guarantee I won't have to

get into that bed unless Bearden brings a regiment!"

"Dad, he won't even have a chance to muster a platoon.

Art's getting the goods on him even as we speak."

"Somebody ought to get the goods on Humdingher," the

old man growled, and rested his chin on his fist. "If he

pulls this off he'll have you eating out of his hand."

The President sighed and stood. "Not now, Dad, okay?

Oh, by the way, Trout said something about roaches."

"Roaches! Why I'll have Mason's head on a platter!"

He grabbed the putter and hobbled off, muttering to himself.

The President smiled, shook his head, and wondered what it

would take to convince his father of Humdingher's loyalty,

then went downstairs himself and entered the study, where he

was to meet Ben Curtis in a few minutes.

Curtis had requested the meeting. He'd sounded tired,

and a little irritated. Was it possible he wanted to hash

over Murphy's funeral again? No, the Curtis he knew wasn't

petty. More than likely he was just exhausted, trying to get

another mission into the air in--good Lord!--five days. Why

so soon? Wasn't it better after a disaster to take your

time?

Unless, of course, there actually was some sort of

lunar installation.



303

But no, that was absurd! Bearden had concocted the

whole thing. The President had been vocal in his belief in

extraterrestrial life and all that belief implied, and

Bearden had hoped to take advantage of it. His father had

been surprised someone else hadn't tried something like it

already. At any rate, he'd said, the President shouldn't be

surprised that such things went on. It was, after all,

another reality of power.

On the desk the intercom rasped, "General Curtis is

here, sir. "

"Send him back," the President acknowledged. On

impulse he shoved the conventional chairs away from the

front of the desk and pulled the old recliner into their

place. Then he went behind the desk again and put his feet

up on one corner.

Curtis entered, and looked like he wasn't going to

bother trying to smile. "Mr. President," he said in a

gutteral tone, and sat in the recliner without a note of

thanks. "Mr. President," he repeated, his voice now tense,

"we have a serious problem."

"That's what I'm here for," the President responded,

eyeing him.

For a moment, Curtis seemed to soften. He shook his

head slightly, and shut his eyes briefly, then said, "First,

sir, my deepest concerns regarding your father."
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"Thanks. The media have made it out to be worse than it

actually is. I'm, uh, sure you can relate to that."

"Yes, sir, I can." He grew hard again, though not

after seeming to fight it. "In a nutshell, sir, I'm forced

to go with Soviet volunteers for the new mission.

It's...something I'm reluctant to do."

Oh no. He was in no mood to exorcise any more of

Curtis's demons. "Well, if you need them, and they're

available," he said curtly, "I think you should use them."

"Is that an order, sir?" Curtis asked, with almost a

smirk.

The President straightened, leaned forward, asked

gently, "Ben, what's the matter? I"--he shook his head--

"I've never seen you like this."

Curtis glared at him defiantly. "Nothing's the matter,

sir. It's just that, frankly, I don't think the Russians

have any place in an American program."

He hoped Curtis hadn't expected this provocation to go

unchallenged. "Since when is this an 'American program?"

"Since we're footing the bill. We're also expected to

treat the Russians like some sort of elder statesmen, even

though we've logged ten times as many hours in space as they

have."

"And I suppose that makes them less human than us,

right?" He might as well have been back in the Situation
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Room on Easter Eve. "Until they can pull their own

financial and technological weight, they're second-class

citizens. Is that what you think?"

Now Curtis appeared uncomfortable. "I didn't mean to

suggest they're inferior--"

"Yes, you did. That's what it all boils down to--

jingoism. How many times do I have to explain all this?

When are Americans going to learn they aren't God's gift to

man, and that man is God's gift to himself?"

"I daresay we'll learn it before the Russians do,"

Curtis volleyed neatly.

The President drummed his fingers on the desktop. "I'm

sorry you feel that way, Ben. I don't want to have to force

you to use the Russians, but if I must, I will."

"In that case," Curtis said, standing, "you leave me no

choice." He reached into his valise and produced a sheet of

paper. "My resignation, Mr. President, effective

immediately."

The President stood autonomically and took the paper.

Scanning it was like watching his life pass before him.

Abruptly he crumpled it into a fist and croaked, "Now, Ben,

wait a minute. Think about what you're doing."

"I have, sir." He looked like a kid who'd successfully

played a practical joke on a hated adult. "I've never

thought about anything more. You know, that's the trouble--
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I've discovered there's a lot of things more important to

think about."

He stepped forward and set the valise on the desk.

"This is all the relevant data on the last mission. I've

told my assistant, Tony Powell, to expect a call from you

shortly regarding the status of the new flight. If the

Russians are brought in immediately you might get it off by

the middle of the month." He turned on his heel and made

for the door.

This couldn't be happening. "Ben--wait! Does this have

anything to do with Bradford's firing?"

Curtis seemed to consider this. Presently he replied,

"Yes, sir, I suppose it does."

"I'll bring him back on board. Full pay, benefits,

pension. I realize what close friends you were and--"

"Mr. President, even I didn't realize how close we

were," Curtis grinned. "I'm sure he'd appreciate your

offer, but he'd also appreciate my turning it down for him."

He opened the door, paused in the doorway. "Goodbye, sir,

and best of luck."

The President stood, staring at the doorway, for some

time after Curtis left. Finally, however, he shook himself

out of his stupor and, in one angry motion, emptied the

contents of Curtis's valise onto the desk. He began digging

frantically through them, hoping that somewhere he would



307

find a clue as to the real reason Ben Curtis had resigned.

26

Teagarden's, halfway to Hannibal on the Great River

Road, had once threatened to become one of those places

where, if you were desperate, you went for weak drinks, bad

food, lots of noise, and a chance to size up the opposite

sex from behind some species of overfed plant. Reason had

prevailed, however, and the place had managed to retain much

of the charm and atmosphere of the popular rest stop for

upper-class Sunday drivers it had been in the 40s. It was

now attracting the same sort of clientele, and Vicki fit in

so well she might have been part of the decor.

Except that, as usual, she'd eaten enough to sink a

battleship and was now cleaning up what he'd left, which was

quite a bit--he'd suddenly lost his appetite. In fact, he

was as nervous and apprehensive as he'd been in his life.

"Dick! Darling, wake up! If you don't get me out of

here soon, I'll order dinner!"

The check lay in the center of a silver tray. He threw

two twentys on top of it and reached for her hand. "Sorry,"

he muttered, "I was sort of lost in space."

"Still grieving over Mama Todd's? So am I. This place

is lovely, but--" She crinkled up her nose. "It's just not

us. 1"

"And even if it were, we can't drive ninety miles every
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time we want to eat out."

She sighed. "Guess one of us is going to have to learn

to cook." She squeezed his hand. "You're elected."

"Why me?"

"You're going to be home all day, that's why! You can

become a gourmet between bouts of contemplation."

"Sounds worse than being a hero," he groaned.

They stood and made their way to the entrance, halting

midway to allow an overdressed middle-aged couple to pass.

"Actually I wasn't grieving over Mama Todd's,1" he remarked

as they proceeded.

"Shame on you. I guess I'm supposed to ask what you

were grieving about."

"Actually, I wasn't grieving at all. I was wondering

how you'd react when I asked you to marry me. "

He felt her stiffen--ever so slightly, ever so

briefly-- before turning and flashing him a scintillating

smile. "How'd you like me to react?" she asked as they

stepped out into the gorgeous spring afternoon. A mile in

front of them, the Mississippi valley stretched like a

ribbon of different shades of green.

"Not like that." He held the pickup door open for her.

She smiled weakly and got in; he shut the door and hesitated

a moment before walking around and getting in on the

driver's side.
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As they pulled away she craned her neck for a last look

at the elegant old place. Or to avoid having to look at him.

"Thanks for brunch," she murmured, "it was marvelous."

"Am I to interpret that as a 'yes?'" he said,

accelerating onto the highway.

"Yes to what?"

"Whether you'll marry me or not!"

"You haven't asked me yet," she said frumpishly. "Only

how I'd react if you asked me."

"I already know that," he said soberly, looking at her.

She squished herself into a corner of the seat and

folded her arms tightly; she might have donned armor. "I

don't want to hurt you," she said softly. "I'm not the

marrying kind."

"I see." He turned away, tried to lighten her load a

bit. "I could teach you. You're not a slow learner, by any

means."

She reached over, ran some fingers down his arm.

"Thanks, Dick, you're awfully sweet, but--"

"Is that what I am? 'Sweet'? I'll give you credit for

seeing more in me than my 'sweetness.'"

"Yes, I see a hell of a lot more, so much more I don't

think I could handle it. You're too much for me and I'm too

little for you. You sit around and ponder and contemplate,

and I prefer exactly the opposite. I don't want us to be
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lonely doing what we enjoy."

"Vicki, for God's sake--" He shot out, grabbed an

unwary hand, held it tightly. "If there's some good reason

for not being able to marry me--like--like someone else,

back in Australia, maybe--then tell me what it is. Don't

dance around it."

She took a long time to laugh this off. "Back in

Australia? You can't be serious. You think I'd settle for

some dirty old rancher in the Outback when I can have my

pick of you glamorous Americans? I've been hot for the

President for four years, remember?"

"I, uh, wasn't thinking of someone from the Outback. "

Her laughter had vanished. "Riley? Don't be silly.

Everyone knows childhood romances never work out." She

lifted her voice into a tone of dismissal. "There's really

no reason that would make sense to you. I just...can't."

"Why not?" he prodded gently. "We have the one thing

nine out of every ten couples don't have, and that's love.

If we have that, we have everything that counts."

"How long will it last?" she answered from far away.

"We're not perfect. Something will come along to pull us

apart."

"Sure it will. If we keep looking around every corner

we're sure to find it. But we won't look."

"You might not, but I will. I'm a reporter, a born
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snoop, remember?"

There was a scenic turnout ahead; Bradford slipped into

it, stopped the pickup, and yanked Vicki into his arms.

Almost at once she was sobbing, clinging to him like a

frightened child. "Vicki, Vicki," he whispered, fighting

tears of his own, "what is it? Some deep dark secret? Are

you an alien or something? Please tell me."

"There's nothing really to tell," she sniffed, reaching

blindly for her purse. Bradford grabbed it and, after a few

seconds' search, gave up and handed it to her. She laughed

through her tears, found a tissue, blew her nose none too

daintily.

"I've just got to know I'm free to leave whenever I

need to," she said, trembling. She began shredding the

tissue. "I've got to know you won't possess me, like most

men possess their cars or their homes."

"Coming from a high-spirited, independent creature like

you," Bradford cried in relief, "that's a perfectly

reasonable request."

He started the car, and as they pulled back onto the

highway he said gently, "Look, we'll keep it going the way

it is a while longer. That'll give you a chance to see

you're not just another trophy on my mantelpiece. Then,

when you're ready, we'll tie the knot. Deal?"

She smiled. "You may have to wait a long time."
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"That's okay. Anything worth having is worth waiting

for."

At a stop sign Vicki slid across the seat and bit his

ear. "Any more old-fashioned, gentlemanly sayings, Master?"

"Yeah," he breathed, "I can't wait to get home."

She grabbed him and they kissed until someone honked

behind them.

* * *

She objected when he wanted to carry her over the

threshold, but acquiesced when he pleaded it might be the

only chance he'd get. She held out her hand for his keys,

resolutely got out of the truck, marched to the door,

unlocked it, then all but jumped into his arms. She

explained she'd been making sure Fate couldn't conspire

against them.

Even so he tripped over the welcome mat and they

tumbled laughing onto the kitchen floor. Hours passed

before they made it any further.

27

In the first-class cabin of a 777 bound for Houston,

Curtis sipped his third martini. He wasn't having much luck

getting drunk. But then, there was no reason to. There was

nothing to mourn, no reason to be sad whatsoever. Instead,

there was everything to celebrate. His involvement with the

space program was now a matter of history.
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Gilmore had quit the program rather than be paired with

Webb. Apparently Webb had once had an affair with Gilmore's

wife, or Gilmore with Webb's wife, or something equally

ludicrous; in any case Powell had probably had the phone in

his hand ready to call the Russians before Curtis had

ordered him to wait. Naturally, Curtis hadn't told Powell

that, with Selenite One and its "strategic significance"--

whatever that was--now involved, inviting the Russians into

the project had become impossible. Rather, he'd simply let

Powell think that his "jingoism" had taken control of him.

Who the hell cared what Powell thought, anyway? Dick never

had, and he'd been right about so many other things.

But the President would probably have invited the

Russians in, regardless of the circumstances. In fact, the

more there was at stake, the more eager the President would

likely have been. Curtis could hear him bleating now:

"Trust is nothing without risk." Or, "If we'd have offered

them our complete trust after World War II, just think how

different things might have been." Oh well, he was rid of

the President now, too, and all his attendant moral

imperatives.

In the final analysis, however, the Russians had only

been an excuse. They'd been nothing more than a rock to

seize on in the midst of a flood, to keep him from being

swept away from himself, to--perhaps ironically--keep his
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job from draining his last reserves of decency. To think

that he had let Bradford go, had even tried to forget him.

To think that his job had meant more than the man who'd

helped him do it, the man from whom he could have learned so

much about so many more important things.

Well, if he'd learned nothing else from Dick he'd

learned that men were meant to think and feel and act for

themselves first, and for someone else last. This flew in

the face of the New World Spirit, he knew, but then he was

also beginning to see that just about everything else that

made sense did, too. He hoped the President figured that

out before it was too late.

Then again, what did he care? He finished his martini

and signalled the flight attendant for a cup of coffee.

28

It was all true. Every impossible, damnable and

damning word of it was true.

The President had lost track of how many times he'd

watched the net entrap Jones, how many times he'd listened

to Murphy's fright and Jones's useless courage. Each time,

he'd thought about Bradford, sitting in the capsule,

watching and hearing everything, helpless to prevent it.

And this was a man he'd ordered Curtis to fire. Yes, it was

perfectly clear now why Curtis had quit.

But Curtis and Bradford could concern him no longer.
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There actually was an installation, from all indications

built by somebody hostile, on the Moon. The exotic defense

mechanisms invited belief that the somebody was

extraterrestrial, but no extraterrestrials would display

such virulent hostility, nor would they be so careless as to

allow their installation to be discovered in such a manner.

Therefore, some Earth nation, most likely the Soviet Union,

had built it. Doubtless it contained--or maybe even

produced, according to the scientific data Curtis had

included--some new world-threatening or even world-

destroying weapon.

A weapons stockpile on the Moon....

There had to be another explanation! Man was through

with war! The Treaty demonstrated that man had shed his

warlike past like a serpent would his skin! The New World

Spirit--

What New World Spirit? What had he been doing in Paris

if man was so far advanced? What was he doing here, in his

father's house, suffocating behind thrice the usual

complement of Secret Service men, gambling not only his

administration but perhaps his life that Doug Bearden would

hesitate and thus be arrested before launching his coup

d'etat? What was he doing thinking of ways to attack the

installation, and perhaps even Russia herself if necessary,

if he really believed the world could change?
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The New World Spirit. What a joke. What a magnificent

delusion. What an utterly thrilling and satisfying fantasy.

What a restful vacation from reality.

Time to return to reality. Time to come back, as it

were, to Earth. Time to come back to the familiar, almost

comforting prospects of war and death....

No! He couldn't give up! He had to face this new evil,

had to face it down! Reinhart had once told him that the

reason evil was so prevalent, so pervasive, was precisely

because it was familiar, because it was comfortable. It was

safe, he'd said; you always knew what was going to happen.

There was no risk, no adventure, no growth, only the

illusion of security stagnation provided.

Illusion, Reinhart had continued, was evil's chief

weapon. Evil's objective was to arrange things so that

nothing was as it appeared: the truth was a lie, and a lie

the truth. In this case, the truth was crystal clear: the

Russians could not have built the installation. They had

paid a terrible price for years of evil, and would therefore

be loath to propagate evil again. Here in the United

States, on the other hand, there were plenty of evil

characters who commanded enough resources and loyalties to

build a dozen such installations. One was Doug Bearden.

Another, quite possibly, was Robert Lopescu.
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The bedroom clock said 11:22 when Bradford gently

lifted Vicki from his chest, listened to her contented moan,

then eased out of bed and tiptoed to the john. Returning,

he propped himself on one arm and smiled down at her.

Tonight, somehow, their lovemaking had been different.

Tonight he had felt the last of his barriers, and hopefully

the last of hers, dissolve away. Tonight had been all

emotion, little or no carnality, the pleasure they had given

to each other given without regard to what they would

receive from each other in return. Maybe she was right:

maybe marriage was unnecessary. Could their commitment,

their devotion, their fusion be any greater than it had been

just now simply because a law demanded it be so? Hadn't his

experiences as a "hero" shown society's worst tyranny to be

that which demanded a man live up to another man's

expectations?

The phone rang. They'd shut it off in the bedroom;

Bradford toyed with the idea of letting it ring but then

thought better of it. He ran back to the bathroom, wrapped

a towel around his loins, and ran to the living room.

It was Curtis. "Hi, Dick, sorry it's so late. Hope I,

uh, didn't interrupt--"

"You didn't, Ben." Incredibly, it was good to hear

Curtis's voice. "What's up?"
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"You mean you haven't heard?" Curtis laughed. "I

resigned this morning."

"Why?" Bradford cried immediately.

"It's not important. Let's just say I've solved my

last mystery."

Bradford was more shocked by this news than he'd been

by Vicki's refusal to marry him. "You sound pretty chipper

about the whole thing," he finally offered.

"Why shouldn't I be? It's a tremendous load off my

mind. I can take a vacation for the first time in years,

get reacquainted with Betty. Heaven knows I need to get

reacquainted with the kids. I'll finally have a chance to

stop and smell some roses."

"That's great, Ben." And he meant it.

"Sure it's great, but let me tell you something else

I've learned, something I should have learned from you a

long time ago. You've had a lot to teach me over the years,

by the way. For all my administrative brilliance I seem to

have consistently overlooked my most valuable resource--you,

a man of principle."

"Better quit while you're ahead, Ben."

"Dick, this isn't my usual empty flattery. I've got

nothing to gain by it any more, remember?" He lowered his

voice, became almost solemn. "I've learned that the more

you embrace an idea, the more fanatically you pursue a goal,
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the more likely you are to tarnish it and thereby ruin it

for yourself. Simply put, the program suddenly holds no

attraction for me. I've dragged my gleaming icon through

the mud too many times. I've worn it down to the dirty,

feeble little human endeavor it really is."

"It's not a dirty, feeble endeavor," Bradford said

softly, trying to contain a sudden swell of emotion. "No

dream is. Dreams are what make us go, make us what we are.

That's something I've learned from all this. And the man

who can't dream....Well, I wonder if he's really a man at

all."

"Well," Curtis returned brightly, "right now my dream

is to live the contented life of a gentleman. Two weeks at

South Padre will be a big step in that direction, don't you

think?"

Bradford hesitated. He'd thought of taking Vicki

there, and he didn't want to be crowded by Curtis. But

hell, Curtis deserved a vacation more than Bradford ever

had.

"Can't think of a better one," he chirped. "Keep in

touch, Ben."

"I was hoping you'd say that. God bless you, Dick."

And he was gone.

Bradford held on to the phone, stared at it a while;

then, as if permanently sealing an old doorway, he replaced
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it and walked slowly back into the bedroom.

Vicki rolled over and smiled up at him as he climbed

into bed. "Who was that?"

"Curtis. He quit this afternoon."

"I don't believe it. "

"I'm not sure I do, either. But he seems glad he did.

Says he's learned his lesson. We wished each other good

luck, godspeed, all that sort of thing."

She nestled into the crook of his arm, and he stared

away for a while, then turned to her. "Look, since Mama

Todd's is gone there's nothing but my ghosts keeping us

here. Let's jump in the pickup and drive west. I think I'd

rather contemplate the wide open spaces than the walls of

this house. What do you think?"

"I've never been to the Canadian Rockies," she

murmured. "I've never been camping, or hiking, or mountain

climbing in my life." She wrapped her arms around his neck

and began lightly kissing his throat.

He ran his finger lightly up and down her spine; she

shivered and goose pimples appeared. "I think it's a little

early in the year to visit our neighbor to the north. And

anyway, what about your finding a job? I need someone to

bankroll my contemplations, regardless of where I do them."

"Maybe I can be a forest ranger," she purred, arching

her back.
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"I absolutely forbid it. You'd be a prime target for

every mountain man within a thousand miles."

"Sounds kinky." She lay against him for a time, then

asked, "What about that other place you're so fond of--South

Padre Island?"

"That's where Curtis is going." He paused. "If we took

our time, hit all the tourist traps, it might be August

before we get to the mountains."

But she'd fallen asleep again. Who could tell, by

August she might be Mrs. Richard Evan Bradford. He'd always

wanted to be married at the Grand Canyon. It was his dream,

dammit.

...He was dreaming fitfully of changing a tire in the

middle of the Mojave Desert when the phone rang again. This

time it was Kearnes, who told him Jones had awakened and was

asking for him.
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MAYDAY

Sharpe hadn't taken any chances, Bradford reflected as

he cooled his heels in Sharpe's tiny office. MPs had

collected him at the A-frame--Vicki acted as if he were

being carted off to jail--and an Air Force jet had flown him

to Andrews, where he'd been met by half a dozen armed men.

They'd thrust him like the crest of a wave towards a waiting

limousine; he'd been mildly surprised he hadn't been tied

up and thrown in the trunk.

Sharpe hurried in, slammed the door, and began pacing

in tight circles. He probably hoped he resembled a tiger in

a cage, but he looked more like a kid who had to go to the

john.

"You're here for two reasons," he declared. "The first

is that Jones requested you. The second reason, and the

more important one, is that Powell requested you--only as a

last resort, I might add, when it became clear Jones

wouldn't talk to anyone but you."

"And after he does talk, what then?" Bradford

blustered. "You going to keep me locked up here with

everybody else?"

"If necessary. Certainly until Tony says otherwise."

Tony, huh? The implications of this were too staggering to

imagine. Bradford stood and headed wearily for the door. "I

322



323

don't care about everybody else, but I wouldn't advise

locking me up. Remember my lady friend? She knows where I

am and what I'm doing. If I don't return to her loving arms

within a reasonable amount of time she'll have every

reporter in the western hemisphere descend on this place."

Sharpe stopped pacing, sat defiantly on the edge of his

desk. "Let them descend," he said with a sweep of his arm.

"They won't get in."

"Really, Sharpe," Bradford sighed from the doorway,

"this tough act of yours is wearing awfully thin. Just"--he

held up a hand--"don't try anything." Bradford began

jogging down the corridor towards the elevators before

Sharpe could reply.

There was an armed guard next to the door to Jones's

room. Bradford flashed the badge Sharpe had given him; the

guard sourly examined it, then examined Bradford, then

stepped aside. The door hissed open at Bradford's approach,

and he ran across the anteroom, punched in the access code,

and yanked aside the heavy doors to Jones's chamber.

Jones lay there, clenching and unclenching his fists,

lolling his head back and forth. His breathing was rapid

and shallow, and his face registered what looked to be a

great deal of pain.

At the foot of the bed Bradford said, "Grant? It's

Brad."
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Instantly Jones was still; his breathing steadied, his

eyes opened, and a smile flickered across his face. He sat

up and held out an arm; Bradford moved quickly around the

bed and grabbed Jones's hand, which squeezed his with

surprising strength. Jones's voice seemed strong, too, as

he said, "Sorry about my little act there. I learned pretty

quickly that if I act like I'm delirious they leave me

alone."

Bradford let go Jones's hand and sank into the chair

next to the bed. "But why do you want to be left alone? And

why send for me? If not for me you probably wouldn't be

here."

Jones's smile vanished as if it had never been, and his

tone became deadly serious. "That's not true. None of this

is your fault. And I sent for you because you're the only

one I can trust."

"What the hell are you talking about?"

Like a judge pronouncing sentence, Jones announced,

"We've got to go back to the Moon. We've got to destroy the

installation."

Bradford's head swam a little. "'We?' How can you go?

Why do you have to?"

"Because I know the way in," Jones answered

impatiently.

"So do I. All I've got to do is approach that crater
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wall."

Jones shook his head. "Believe me, Brad, you don't

want to go in that way."

"Was going in that way how Murphy died?" Bradford asked

limply.

"No," Jones snapped. "Look, we can talk about that

later. What's important is the installation.

It's...deadly."

The way Jones had said it, Bradford wasn't prepared to

argue. "What exactly did you find in there?"

"Well, there's a lab--a refinery, actually, very

sophisticated, fully automated." He paused, seemed to

soften a little. "It's where that red stuff we found is

produced. It's waste. There's also a solar power plant--I

don't know where the hell the receptors are, though, they

can't be anywhere on the dark side--and then--"

He reached over to the nightstand, sucked water out of

a squeeze cup through a straw, coughed once or twice. Still

holding the cup he said in a low, flat voice, "And then

there's the launching mechanism."

For a moment Bradford wondered if he weren't

experiencing a newer, more bizarre nightmare. "A launching

mechanism?"

"At least that's what it looked like. Resembled a

kid's popgun more than anything else. Very sophisticated,
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of course." He sipped more water, coughed again.

"What does it launch?" Bradford asked after a silence.

"That I didn't see."

"Then how do you know it's deadly?"

Jones glared at him. "What do you think it launches,

Brad--flower arrangements? Greeting cards? Murphy's dead,

dammit! Isn't that enough?"

Jones's desperate anger was almost more shocking than

the details of the installation. Bradford felt like a

little boy who'd unwittingly enraged his adored father.

But then he felt Jones's hand on his shoulder. He

turned; Jones was smiling. "Sorry, Brad. You had every

right to ask that question. You probably still think aliens

built the place. "

Bradford's heart sank a little. "Who did build it?"

"The Soviets. There's a microcomputer system

controlling the popgun. The instructions are in Russian."

At this, Bradford's heart sank completely, and in

sudden anger he stood and began pacing back and forth. "All

I want to know," he snarled, snapping his fingers, "is when

do we tell the President. This should throw a pretty big

dampener on his plans for the peaceful uses of space.

Personally, I can't wait to see his reaction."

"Brad, " Jones began wearily, "we've got enough to worry

about without--"
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"But someone's got to tell him! This may come as a

shock to you, Grant, but the President thinks there was some

sort of accident. He doesn't know a thing about any

installation."

"He'll find out soon enough."

Bradford stopped. "Who's going to tell him if we

don't? Surely you weren't thinking of trusting Powell with

this story?"

"Brad, will you please forget about it?"

"No, I won't." He sat on the edge of the bed. "Ready

for another shock? I've been kicked off the program. I'd

like to know how I'm going to get within a mile of a

spacecraft without a Presidential order."

Jones wouldn't look at him. He didn't, however, seem

surprised. "Brad--"

"And Curtis quit yesterday. We both know there's no

mission without Curtis in Ground Control."

Another, sadder smile slowly grew on Jones's face, and

he grabbed Bradford's arm. "Brad, the President knows about

the installation. He doesn't know what I know, but he knows

it's dangerous."

Bradford pulled away and stood. "How?"

"Secretary of State Humdingher, two days ago. And

then, yesterday, Curtis."

"But how would you know that?"
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"Let's just say I've got my sources."

Bradford laughed bitterly. "Go ahead, you can tell me.

Curtis and Powell--and maybe Wilkes--are your sources,

right? The true purpose of the mission was to find the

installation, right? Why couldn't you have told me? What

harm would it have done if I'd known?"

He moved to the opposite wall, punched it once or twice

with a fist, then leaned against it. "Well," he sighed, "at

least now I understand why they kept me in the dark about

Murphy's death." He looked over at Jones. "Was Murphy in

on it, too?"

Jones's sad smile vanished. "No, he wasn't. And don't

be mad at Curtis. No one knew about the installation but

me."

The room suddenly seemed very small. "I don't get it,"

Bradford muttered.

"I selected the landing site. I fed Curtis a load of

geological bullshit, but I was after the installation all

along. Even then we were damn lucky to find it. Probably

wouldn't have if Murphy hadn't noticed the red dust. As it

was, I was skeptical. I couldn't believe the Russians would

be so careless. And those defense mechanisms! Like

something out of a Japanese horror flick."

Jones sighed heavily, then turned away and went on as

if to himself: "Once I found the installation, I was to
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fake a coma so I wouldn't have to talk about it. I know it

sounds ridiculous, but those were my orders. And don't

bother asking how I did it. Obviously, there are ways, and I

fooled everybody. Anyway, the fact that I was in a coma

would tell my superiors that my mission had been successful,

and my silence would allow them time to act in a safe,

reasonable manner. "

"Who are your 'superiors'?" Bradford asked.

Jones regarded Bradford like a parent about to

reluctantly punish his child. "I might as well tell you.

You've been kept in the dark too much as it is, anyway." He

sighed heavily again, folded his arms. "I work for the

Company."

"But--the President shut the Company down!" It was all

Bradford could think of to say.

"Yeah," Jones said venomously, "don't I know it. How'd

you like to be stuck in a place like this, cut off from your

control, knowing what I know?" He shrugged. "And then Van

Heusen showed up, and I figured I'd better--"

"Van Heusen? What's he got to do with this?"

"You mean, Sharpe didn't tell you?" He waved a hand in

irritation. "Van Heusen's dead."

Bradford leaned against the wall to steady himself.

"How'd it happen?"

Jones grew grim. "He came to...see me. He had a
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syringe filled with water with an air bubble in it. If he'd

injected me with it it would have looked like I'd had a

heart attack. Unfortunately for him, he wasn't up to the

job. He had a real heart attack." Jones paused, then

added, "I chose that moment to, uh, wake up."

"Van Heusen was going to kill you?" Bradford croaked.

"He was probably a Soviet agent," Jones said

indifferently. "I threw the syringe away. No one, least of

all that idiot Sharpe, needs to know the truth." He

hardened. "The point is, I figured if Van Heusen had tried,

others might try, too. I knew the installation had to be

destroyed, and that I was probably the only one who knew

enough to do it. After several bouts of indecision I decided

I'd send for you and see what you'd say."

Bradford's reaction was immediate, visceral. "What can

I say?" He moved towards Jones. "People trying to kill you,

a secret Soviet installation that maybe threatens the

world....1" He sat on the edge of the bed and smiled

ruefully. "It sounds like a cheap thriller, and you're

asking me to be its hero."

"Sorry, Brad," Jones said with genuine sympathy. "I

know this whole astronaut/hero thing turns your stomach. If

there were any other way--"

Bradford waved a hand to silence him. "There is no

other way," he sighed. "And, truth to tell, the 'hero
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thing' isn't so bad when you can do it this way, out of the

public eye. I've always thought that."

"Thought what?"

"That a real hero only cared about what had to be done,

and about doing it, rather than the rewards or the

adoration."

Abruptly he stood and offered Jones his hand. "And

what the hell," he grinned. "You're offering me a chance to

literally save the world. How many would-be heroes get a

shot at that?"

"Damn few," Jones grinned back, and shook hands warmly.

* * *

"I wanna see my daddy!" Billy Jones bellered, jumping

up and down. It was good to see him out of bed, Bradford

thought. It was also good to see Gabriella looking so

besieged; evidently she'd been trying without success to

calm Billy down.

She tried again as Bradford stepped into Billy's room:

she stood and said with strained patience, "Pretty soon,

honey, soon as your daddy can."

"But why can't I see him now?" Billy demanded, facing

her with clenched fists. "I could see him when he was

asleep!"

"Maybe Uncle Dick can tell us," Gabriella said--not

coldly, as Bradford had expected, but in a thin, shaking
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voice. That, and her large, desperate eyes, caught Bradford

off guard.

But only for a moment. He motioned Gabriella outside

after gently but firmly admonishing Billy to wait quietly.

The door had only just shut when Gabriella grabbed his

sleeve and whispered, "Why does Grant only talk to you and

not to me?" She awaited the answer as if awaiting the

executioner's axe.

And Bradford, remembering the way she'd manipulated

everyone, the way she barely tolerated Billy, the way she

was the perfect example of form over substance, yanked his

arm away and declared, "He said I was the only one he could

trust."

He left her stunned, or seething, or devastated--he

didn't care, as long as she was hurt. Then, after hurting

her with the truth, he rentered Billy's room, to try to

comfort the boy with a lie.

* * *

Sharpe raised the roof when Bradford asked to make an

outside call, then abruptly acquiesced: he'd probably

remembered he could listen in if he wanted to. Bradford

could have cared less: after the attempt on Jones's life he

wasn't about to tell anyone he loved what was going on.

"Good God, Dick, I thought you'd never call!" Vicki

wailed, almost deafening him.
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"Well, hello to you too. Listen, I won't be coming

home. I've got to go find Curtis, and then I've got to go

to the Cape. Why don't you fly to Orlando tonight and meet

me?"

"Well--sure," Vicki said warily. "But why?"

"That I can't tell you. But I'd still like to have you

with me."

"Dick, you're... .not going into space again, are you?"

"As a matter of fact, another black monolith's been

found orbiting Jupiter. You and I are going to fly into it

and make the star-child."

"Ooh, sex in zero gravity," she purred. "I can't

wait."

"I can," Bradford snorted. He remembered Sharpe was

listening, and decided to end the conversation. "Anyway, I

got to go. I'll call you later and you can give me your

flight information."

"Okay," she said after a moment. Then, softly, "I love

you, Dick."

"I love you, Vicki. Bye." As soon as she hung up

Bradford snapped, "Sharpe, if you're still listening, I need

transport to Corpus Christi NAS. If you want to know why,

trying asking Jones. He may tell you."

2

In Paris, meanwhile, Humdingher and Reinhart were
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walking off lunch on the Champs Elysees. Humdingher was

about to begin Lesson Two.

"Tell me, Ed, are you going to try to proselytize

Bolkoniev's replacement?"

Despite his best efforts at vigilance Reinhart was

caught off guard by the question. "I wasn't trying to

proselytize anyone," he fumbled.

"Oh that's right--Bolkoniev asked you to lunch. He

tried to proselytize you. But I notice you're still, for

better or for worse, on our side. Maybe Bolkoniev isn't

conferencing at all. Maybe he was called home because he

failed."

"You don't seriously believe that, do you?" Reinhart

cried, remembering he'd asked himself the same question.

"Settle down, Ed, you're frightening the pigeons."

Humdingher sat on a bench, reached into a coat pocket, and

began tossing bits of black bread to the birds. "What do

you care what I believe anyway? You've made it abundantly

clear that my beliefs are without any significance

whatsoever." He put his hands on his knees, looked up at

Reinhart. "But let's not discuss my alleged shortcomings."

"Why not? We always seem to be discussing mine--or the

Boss's. "

Humdingher grinned. "Aw, does the truth hurt? Maybe

if you opened your eyes you'd get fewer bruises." He
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resumed feeding the pigeons.

Reinhart clenched his fists inside his own coat

pockets. "You've yet to produce a single piece of hard

evidence Bolkoniev was spying on me." He moved closer to

the bench. "I assume you had your friend Lopescu check up

on him?"

"As a matter of fact he showed me a report on Bolkoniev

from the halcyon days of arms limitation talks." He seemed

to notice Reinhart was closer, and gestured towards the

empty end of the bench. "Sit down, Ed, take a load off."

"No thanks."

He smiled and turned away. "Suit yourself. Anyway,

Bolkoniev's a socialist. Not a communist, mind you, just a

socialist. Apparently he hasn't been too popular with a

capitalist like Krimilov. "

"Then why would Krimilov send him here?"

"Maybe he didn't. Maybe it was just Bolkoniev's turn to

be Special Envoy."

"That's not funny, Art."

"I'm not trying to be funny. I'm simply pointing out

that, the way things are in Russia right now, Bolkoniev

could've appointed himself."

"Do you realize what you're saying?" Reinhart shouted.

"That would almost guarantee he's a spy!"

Humdingher grinned. "Well well. Five minutes ago
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Bolkoniev was as pure as the driven snow. Now he's a master

of deceit."

"Doggone it, Art, you're the expert at this game! What

do you think Bolkoniev wanted?"

"Well, assuming he wasn't here to collect atomic

secrets from some unappreciated scientist"--he winked--"I'd

say he was trying to discover how deep our support for

Krimilov runs." He'd run out of bread. He brushed the

crumbs off his coat, stood, and began walking slowly back

the way they'd come.

"But he never even mentioned Krimilov,1" Reinhart

groaned, following at a discreet distance. "We talked about

the New World Spirit, Bearden's impeachment threat, stuff

like that."

"That probably told him a lot," Humdingher observed

professorially. "No doubt he learned that the New World

Spirit is a tangible thing, and would remain very much a

going concern regardless of what happened to the Boss. And,

since Krimilov supports it, or, at least, supports the

Treaty, that means Krimilov will remain a going concern as

well. If Bolkoniev is a member of the opposition, that

can't have been good news." Suddenly he stopped, turned.

"It's not good news for us, either."

"What do you mean?" Reinhart protested. "Isn't it in

the world's best interests for Krimilov to establish a
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strong central government as soon as possible?"

"All right, let's discuss that for a minute. Let's

consider how we in the US would be affected by another

strong capitalist entity in the world."

Reinhart's mouth was dry. "What are you suggesting?"

"Simply that we couldn't stand the competition. For

one thing, their standard of living is so low they'd be able

to undercut us drastically in the marketplace. For another,

they've got more natural resources in Siberia alone than

have ever existed on the whole of the North American

continent. The plain fact, Ed, is that they'd put us out of

business--and that's if we didn't have the Japanese and the

Germans to worry about."

"So--you're in favor of keeping things in the Soviet

Union as unsettled as possible?"

"Sure I am. Our survival demands it."

"But the world situation--"

"Damn the world situation to hell!" Humdingher shouted,

rounding on him. "Haven't you listened to a word I said?

Do you really want the Russians to run this planet?"

"I don't want anyone running this planet! The Boss and

I want to see it united!"

"It'll never be united," Humdingher snarled, "at least

not through busywork and brotherly love." He looked

Reinhart up and down disdainfully, then moved away, leaving
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him cold and defeated.

The trailing Secret Service car had stopped; one of its

occupants trotted towards them. "Mr. Reinhart! You're

wanted on the phone, sir. It's the President."

Humdingher grinned wickedly. "I wouldn't tattle on me

just now, Ed. He's had a hard couple of days."

Reinhart ignored him and jogged towards the vehicle.

The President's request was terse and to the point, and he

broke the connection before Reinhart could ask any

questions. Puzzled and a little scared, he handed the phone

back to the agent and returned to Humdingher.

"The Boss wants me to find Lopescu," he reported.

"He's going to send Air Force One to bring him to

Washington."

"Well! Looks like you've got your work cut out for you,

doesn't it?" Humdingher said behind an ear-to-ear grin. He

strode towards the car; as soon as he was far enough away,

Reinhart reached into his coat pocket and switched off the

tiny recorder.

3

After finishing with Reinhart the President felt like

running to the bathroom and vomiting. Sending for Lopescu

was, as his father had said, like dumping garbage into clean

water.

The dawn promised a beautiful day, though, and that was
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a good sign. In the kitchen, coffee was ready, and he

poured a cup, sat at the table, and opened the Post. He

ignored the headline about his father's stroke--it still

galled him to lie--and, after turning several pages and

smiling briefly at a story about a dog that served as

bodyguard to a family of kittens, he stopped at the

editorial page. The second letter to the editor read:

"For all his alleged acuity as a commentator, Palmer

Headren can't see the universe for the stars. It took

nearly one hundred years for the world's population, busy

with its struggle for survival, to learn that Columbus had

discovered America. Yet, whether they knew it or not, their

lives were irrevocably changed for the better by that

discovery the moment it was made.

"If not for the discovery of the New World, the Middle

Ages might never have ended. The Old Order might have been

able to retrench and suppress the many scientific and

technological advances which had recently been made. Can it

be that Palmer Headren speaks for today's Old Order? What

is certain is that, in another hundred years, mankind will

look back on these exciting days as the end of a second

Middle Ages, and the beginning of a new and glorious

adventure."

There was a name, and a town, but no title, no rank--no

"real name," as his father liked to call titles and ranks.
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A "man in the street," a woman, in fact, probably up to her

neck in the "struggle for survival" and perhaps even too old

to reap any "tangible benefit" from the space program, was

nevertheless excited about it. More, she was celebrating

life itself, rejoicing in her humanity, thrilled at the

prospect of a future she might never see and yet believed in

utterly.

...He was reminded of another of Reinhart's favorite

platitudes, one which may have been a quote from the Bible

itself: "Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the

conviction of things not seen." As this woman was thrilled

by the space program, so was the President thrilled by her

faith in it, a faith big enough to move a mountain.

Another good omen, and Lopescu be damned. This was

going to be a great day.

4

In his study, Wilkes sat back and shut his eyes. His

mind drifted back to the last time he'd gone climbing. The

Tetons were cold, desolate, dangerous; yet he'd fought them

and, after three grueling days, reached the summit, drained

yet exhilarated. He'd felt like he'd conquered the world.

He felt the same way now, only this time, it was almost

literally true--the Selenite One information was everything

he'd hoped.

He leaned forward again and began proofreading Deep
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Throat's latest communique'. In it he had summarized the

Selenite One data, offered his informed speculation

regarding its relationship to the lunar installation, and,

for the first time, humbly suggested suitable compensation

for the considerable risks he had taken. Naturally,

Humdingher would balk, but he wouldn't reject the suggestion

outright, because he knew that if Deep Throat didn't retire

he would continue to work for someone else. Also, if

Humdingher considered the situation carefully, he would

certainly realize there was no better man for the job.

The job--director of the space program--was the one

Wilkes had had his eyes on for many years. And it was now

within his grasp.

5

The Gulf of Mexico gleamed like polished brass in the

sun. Curtis had been sitting on the beach since before dawn,

waiting for the sunrise. He'd once heard Dick say that

watching the sun lift itself out of the sea was almost like

witnessing creation. As usual, Dick had been right.

But right now it didn't matter much to Curtis where he

was, as long as he wasn't in Houston or at the Cape,

struggling with the program. He'd never dreamed he could be

so much at ease; he'd learned his lesson, put the past

firmly behind him, and had faced the challenge of his family

head-on, with eagerness and relish. And peace was his
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reward.

The sea was a big help, though. It was the most

awesome materiality on earth and, as Dick might have put it,

it was something else man would probably never find in

space. He sat, maybe twenty yards from where they'd pitched

the tent, his knees up to his chest, simply staring, letting

the deep rumble of the surf relax the deepest parts of him.

Presently Ben Jr. ran up and skidded to a stop beside

him. "Look, Dad, there's a big Coast Guard helicopter down

there!"

It was a heavy-duty air-sea rescue job, about two miles

down the beach and slowly coming their way. Curtis wondered

idly what it was doing searching the coastline. "You were

just a baby, Son," he said, grabbing the boy and embracing

him boisterously, "but you flew in one of those things. You

came out to the Nimitz with your mother when your old man

had to ditch the shuttle once--"

"Really, Dad? The Nimitz?"

Curtis choked back a laugh. Kids. To think of what

he'd missed all this time. "That's right, Son, the Nimitz.

Probably be scrapped in another year or so," he added, more

to himself than to the boy.

"Look, Dad, the 'copter's gettin' closer! It's movin'

real fast all of a sudden!" It certainly was: in seconds it

would be on top of them.
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Suddenly Curtis realized that he was the one the beast

sought. As if in confirmation the side door rolled open and

someone waved. The machine was directly overhead now, and

the waving man looked familiar.

It was Bradford.

They were looking for a place to land; at last they set

down behind a large dune near the tent. Bradford had jumped

out and run while they were still six feet off the ground.

"Ben! I finally found you! Get dressed quick, we're

headed for NASA! You're back in business!"

Curtis hesitated. "What's going on?"

"I'll explain on the way." Bradford grabbed his arm,

led him towards the tent. "Tell Betty there's a plane

waiting in Harlingen if she wants to go back to Houston."

Betty appeared wearing a bulging two-piece and a

worried smile. "She and the kids are certainly going back

to Houston," Curtis declared.

"We're going to the moon, Ben!" Bradford cried. "And

I'm going to pilot the mission." He rummaged around in

Curtis's suitcase, handed him shirt, trousers, and tie.

"But we've got to step on it!"

Betty watched in growing alarm; finally she sidled up

and asked in a low voice, "Ben, what is all this? They're

not arresting you, are they?"

"No, dear," Curtis rasped, "they're drafting me."
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Bradford slammed the suitcase shut. "Come on. Betty

can bring the rest of your stuff back with her." Sand flew

as he ran from the tent.

Curtis offered his wife a perfunctory kiss. "Sorry

about the vacation, honey. This is just a delay, I

promise."

"That's all right. I should have known it was too good

to be true." Betty didn't even wave.

Bradford swatted him on the back when he reached the

chopper. "What did MacArthur say?" he hollered over the

engine noise. "One last gift to an old warrior?"

"He was misquoted," Curtis snapped as strong Coast

Guard hands pulled him aboard.

* * *

Bradford told him the whole story, including every

question he'd asked Jones, before Curtis could get a word

in. "What it boils down to," Curtis said, "is that I'm here

because you're in a hurry and I'm the best there is at

cutting corners."

Bradford wore a smile of a sort Curtis had never seen.

"All that, and I've got a rather large personal stake in

this, if you must know."

"I mustn't." He leaned back in the comfortable seat,

linked his fingers behind his head, and shut his eyes. "But

I seem to recall a conversation between the two of us--maybe
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it was many conversations--in which I mentioned a certain

personal stake I had in the space program. I seem to recall

using words like 'mystery' and 'curiosity' and phrases like

'the good of mankind,' like you just did. I also recall you

as much as told me to go to hell."

"I know perfectly well what I said," Bradford retorted,

"and you know perfectly well things are different now."

"Then would you mind telling me exactly how they're

different?"

"Look, Ben, you're back to work again--"

"Yes, and I'm trying damn hard to be grateful. Maybe it

would be easier if you clarified a few things. First off:

is this your mission or mine? Am I in overall charge or do

I just post your decrees? Because if this is my mission

we're going to take our time and make sure--these are your

words now--make sure we don't throw it together like a lap

around the block."

Bradford seemed unruffled. But rather than press the

issue Curtis softened. "I just don't want you to make the

same mistake I made, understand? The program was my life,

and I went to any lengths to protect it. It's plain that

helping Jones is your life right now. All I'm saying is,

don't take the same unnecessary risks I took."

"Risks are unnecessary by definition," Bradford

declared stoutly.
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"And don't be in such a hurry to dictate to others what

they should or should not believe, or should or should not

adhere to, simply because it has no meaning for you.

Someday, during some unforseeable crisis, its meaning may

become quite clear."

6

It was beautiful under the gazebo and the President had

taken the business of his office there. As Secret Service

agents discreetly patrolled the fringes of the yard, he

drank from a gallon jug of chocolate milk Angie had mixed

for him and made little notes in the margin of a report from

the committee he'd set up to give Vice-President Crawford

something to do. So far it appeared to be doing nothing

quite well.

The portable phone purred. It upset him that he

required it out here--it upset the gazebo's esthetics--and

he snatched at it in irritation. "Yes!"

"Mr. President--"

He recognized the voice of Scott, the Secret Service

man assigned to the gate. "Yes? What is it?" he prompted

after a pause.

"Mr. President, it's General Bearden, sir. "

The President slowly rose to his feet. "What's he

want?"

"No, sir, you don't understand," Scott said, almost
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paternally. "He says he wants to give himself up."

The President felt a rush--of pride, of confidence, of

righteousness. "Bring him back, by all means!" he cried.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw the Secret Service men

stop briefly, then resume their march.

"Uh, sir, I don't think that's such a good idea," Scott

said carefully.

"Why? He's not booby-trapped, is he?"

"No, sir, it's just that there are protocols for

situations like this and--"

"Don't be such a downer ! Now I thought I gave you an

order!"

"Yes, sir, you did."

Another pause, then a click, and a new voice was heard;

it belonged to White, the shift supervisor or whatever the

Service called him. "Sir, we'll do as you ask, of course,

but I must insist that you meet him inside the house, and

with at least four agents within arm's length of him."

"I'm sure as hell not going to see him under the

gazebo! That's hallowed ground. Reserved for friends of

the family." He hardened. "But as for four men within

arm's length--out of the question. I will not give that man

another second's satisfaction. I want the room cleared, is

that understood?"

"Sir?" White cried.
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"You heard me. They say a wild animal's most dangerous

when he's cornered. Well, I intend to show this wild animal

I've never been afraid of him." White muttered reluctant

acknowledgement and hung up.

The President slammed down the phone, grabbed the milk

jug and, after taking two large gulps, began swinging it as

if to throw it high into the air. Angie wouldn't care:

she'd exult in his victory along with everyone else.

He thought of waking Dad from his nap, making him a

witness, making the old man watch him pound the final nail

into the coffin of militarism. If nothing else, it would

give the old man the satisfaction of seeing the one who'd

accused him of treason unarmed, powerless, and humiliated.

But no. This was a small victory, an altogether

trivial event. To make more of it than it deserved would be

wasteful, would take away from the greater victory to come.

For militarism, and misguided allegiances, and secret lunar

installations, and all the other spiritual malaises

heretofore suffered by man, were just so many childhood

diseases, so many spots and sniffles and swellings. They

were the past, man had outgrown them and was ready to deal

with the diseases of adulthood--and, finally, with death

itself.

The jug of chocolate milk sploshed eagerly as he

carried it towards the house. He'd left Crawford's report
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in the gazebo; perhaps some birds would use it for a nest.

He rolled open the patio door, entered his father's study,

and headed for the kitchen. As he reached it so did Bearden

and his escort, from the other direction.

Bearden had been handcuffed. He wore a drab brown suit

and hung his head, and with the handcuffs looked like an

abused puppy. No doubt Bearden had intended to make such an

impression, the President thought angrily. "Take those

things off him," he commanded.

The two agents hesitated; finally the one on Bearden's

right said, "Mr. President, Mr. White instructed--"

"Do it! And bring him into the study." He put the

milk jug in the refrigerator, then left.

A few moments later Bearden appeared in the study

doorway, then was propelled inside. The President, seated

behind the desk, did not look up as he ordered him to sit

down. Bearden hesitated, then sat in one of the chairs in

front of the desk. An agent stood behind him, hands on his

shoulders; his companion returned to the doorway.

"Let him go," the President sighed. "I said I wanted

to be alone with him." The agent behind Bearden hesitated.

The President eyed him coldly; the agent reluctantly obeyed

and motioned his companion outside as he left. Bearden

seemed more afraid now than he'd been in their company.

The President sat back, linked his hands behind his
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head, studied his guest a moment or two. Bearden, he

decided, was proof that all small men dreamed of being

another Napoleon. He wouldn't've been surprised if someone

told him there was a disproportionate number of small men in

the military of every nation. Well, maybe Bearden's

downfall would be a message to them that they needed to

prove their manhood in other, healthier ways. The space

program could always use small men.

At length he said, "Well, Doug, I see you've finally

come to your senses."

Bearden looked up sharply, responded with disquieting

earnestness, "Sir, I'm innocent. I've never promoted,

sponsored, or participated in any plot to overthrow the

government of the United States."

"I see." The President looked away, saw the shadow of

a Secret Service man just outside the patio door. "There

was a reception at your home three nights ago," he continued

in the same casual tone. "Do you deny that you discussed

Case Four July at that reception?"

"No, sir, I do not deny it," Bearden replied quickly.

"I was trying to persuade... certain of my guests that

implementing it would be a serious--"

"What do you take me for?" the President cried, on his

feet. "I realize you already think I'm a psychotic, but I

am not an idiot!" He whipped around the desk, bent towards
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Bearden, pointed a shaking finger in his face. "Understand

this, mister--the penalty for what you've done will be the

most severe I can bring to bear under the law." He pulled

back, leaned against the desk. "So you might as well tell me

the truth. Who knows, the less misguided your motivation,

the more merciful I might decide to be."

"I am telling the truth," Bearden insisted, apparently

unaffected by the President's theatrics. "I've been

framed."

"By whom?" the President shouted, straightening.

"A member of my staff," Bearden said with a welcome

measure of sadness. "His name is Wilkes, and he's in charge

of intelligence for the Joint Chiefs."

"How do you know it's him? Why can't it be another

member of the Joint Chiefs?"

"General Petersen hasn't a malicious bone in his body,

and Admiral Haynes--well, he hasn't got the brains. Wilkes

is the only other officer with access to Case Four July."

"But isn't this Wilkes a protege' of yours or

something?" the President asked. "I've done my homework, as

you can see."

"Yes."

The President leaned forward again, grinned. "Come on,

Doug, you really expect me to believe your protege' did this

to you? Talk about misguided motivation--what could he
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possibly have to gain?"

"I don't know," Bearden said in a dead voice, "but it

might be in the best interests of the country if you tried

to find out."

The President looked hard at Bearden, who no longer

bothered with pretense of any kind. He was thoroughly

beaten, and perhaps it was a greater punishment that he

believed he was innocent, and that he'd been betrayed by one

of his own. What better victim of militarism, after all,

than the nation's top military man?

"On the contrary, my friend," the President declared,

"it's in the country's best interests if not another minute

is wasted on this ugly business. To that end, I think we'll

dispense with the formality of a trial."

"What?" Bearden cried, and drew back.

"You heard me. I'm saving this nation a tiresome,

distracting spectacle, and you further embarrassment. Stand

up."

Bearden didn't move, but the two Secret Service men

peered through the doorway. "I said stand up," the

President barked; this time, Bearden looked around as if

choosing an escape route. Finally, with a sigh of

resignation, he complied; immediately, the Secret Service

men darted in and flanked him.

"Let him be!" the President snapped, and they backed
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off at once. The President took a step forward and took the

trembling figure in his arms.

"I forgive you," he whispered.

* * *

"Are you sure forgiving him's the right thing to do,

Son?" the President's father asked for at least the tenth

time.

It was several hours later, at Andrews, where a backup

Air Force One awaited the old man's boarding for the flight

to the Mayo Clinic. The other Air Force One was enroute to

London, where, thanks to Reinhart, it would soon collect

Lopescu.

"I'm sure, Dad," the President replied. "And as soon

as you're on your way I'm going on TV to tell the world the

truth about this whole mess."

"Well, if that's what you think you should do. But

don't you think forgiving Bearden might encourage others to

try?"

"It's a risk I'll have to take, isn't it? Besides, I

don't think there are any others. Without someone like

Bearden to focus on, to take orders from--"

"His followers will just cease to function, like drone

ants after the queen dies."

The President held up his hands. "Now wait a minute,

Dad, I never meant to imply Bearden's followers are drones."
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"Sorry, my mistake," the old man snapped. "What you did

mean to imply, though, is that once someone receives and

obeys orders he's incapable of thinking, or even existing,

on his own."

"With certain exceptions I do believe that, yes," the

President said firmly. "All you've got to do is look at the

problems most service people have adjusting to 'real life'

once they get out. For that reason alone, any followers

Bearden may have had should be pitied, not hunted down."

"I'm not saying anyone should be 'hunted down.' But the

fact remains that by forgiving Bearden you're very likely

setting yourself up as a perpetual target. You don't care,

though, do you? You've got this insane belief that

Bearden's been victimized by his devotion to the military,

and you feel morally obligated to share his suffering."

"As a matter of fact, I do. If I could take upon myself

all the pain this country's military personnel have

suffered, I would."

"Why, for God's sake?"

"Because it's my job! It's the job of every leader to

take the penalty for his nation's sins upon himself!"

Embarrassed by the outburst, the President turned and

moved away; when he returned a moment later he kept his eyes

away from his father. "Hell, Dad, if Gerry Ford could

pardon all the Watergate conspirators, forgiving Bearden is
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the least I can do."

The old man smiled. "Well, that'll shut up everybody

who's accused your administration of not caring for

society's victims."

The President looked up, scowled, "I can always count

on you to find the political advantage in something, can't

I, Dad?"

"There's not much advantage in this," the old man

retorted. Then, more gently: "Look, Son, forget I'm your

father. Forget I'm concerned about your safety. Sedition is

a crime against the entire country, not just against you

personally. Are you sure it's your place to forgive?"

"Of course it's my place! I'm the President! Who else

is there to forgive him?"

The old man stood there, examined him like he would a

total stranger, then abruptly smiled a benign smile and

clapped the President on the shoulder. "Goodbye, Son. Take

care." He turned towards the gangway.

"Dad, you just won't understand, will you?" the

President shouted after him.

"What's to understand? You're still President, so you

pardoned him. But if he'd stuck a knife in you while you

were embracing him I'd've grabbed the first gun I saw and

blown the son-of-a-bitch's head off. "

"But--what good would killing him have done?"
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"It would have made me feel better."

"Oh, so all that matters is whatever makes you feel

good!"

"Right." He turned back, began climbing, stopped.

"What you seem to forget, Son, is that you're dealing with

human beings here, human feelings and frailties. We don't

always agree with your little idealisms. I think you'll

find, lots of times, we're a hell of a lot stronger."

"Which is why humanity's been in the same rut for two

million years!"

"In that case," the old man muttered, no longer looking

at him, "I think it's going to take a little longer than the

length of your administration for things to change."

Without another word he finished the climb and vanished

inside the plane.

7

As the crewman cracked the helicopter's starboard hatch

Bradford shielded his eyes from the bright landing pad

lights. On the pavement below, Curtis moved aside as the

gangway was brought up, then watched Bradford descend.

Curtis was not happy. "I wish you hadn't brought her

here," he grunted. "You don't need the distraction."

Bradford grinned hugely. "You're worried about me

being distracted? If I'm not careful I'll lose myself

forever in this mission! Vicki's here to remind me I've got
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a life to come back to when it's over."

But Curtis had tightened up like an overworked muscle.

Bradford turned and saw Vicki standing in the hatchway.

Shielding her eyes with one hand she let Curtis take the

other and lead her down the gangway. "You don't seem like

such a villain to me, General," she yelled above the whoosh

of the rotor blades.

"I'm afraid someone almost always casts me as one, Miss

Willingham." Bradford smiled involuntarily at the reply.

"When's it to be Mrs. Bradford?"

"He's got to make it back from the Moon first," she

snapped.

"Don't worry, Dick's a pro's pro."

"So was Jones, I thought. I don't necessarily mean

just making it back."

As if on cue a minivan hurtled up and Curtis led Vicki

over to it and helped her climb in. Bradford followed, then

Curtis got in, rolled the door shut, and the van lurched

away.

"Any word from Jones?" Bradford asked conversationally

when everyone seemed comfortable. Curtis scowled at him, and

Bradford smiled. "Really, Ben, you're making this too hard.

Vicki knows everything, but as long as she's with us she

can't go running off to tell the world, now can she?"

Curtis didn't seem convinced, but evidently he decided
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the issue wasn't worth pursuing, at least not now. "Yes, I

heard from Jones. Welcomed me back to the program, and all

that."

"Did he say when he'd be here?"

"No. Apparently not any time soon, though. It seems

someone finally thought to tell the President he'd

'awakened.' The President's coming to see him tomorrow

morning. After that there'll be countless other

debriefings, no doubt." He sighed. "We may not get this

shot off until Christmas."

"Well, in that case, cheer up!" Bradford cried. "You

wanted us to take our time, didn't you?"

"Not that much time," Curtis said gloomily. "I have a

life to get back to, too, you know."

* * *

The senior flight office was spotless, as if awaiting

Bradford's return, and he experienced many strong sensations

as he entered and tossed his gear on the desk. Behind him,

Vicki remarked, "I'm impressed. Our entire Washington bureau

has less space than this. But then, maybe that's why this

is the 'space' program."

He didn't hear; his gaze was drawn to the framed photos

of spacecraft and landing modules which adorned the walls.

She crept up and encircled his waist with her arms. "Taken

off already, have we?"
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He placed his hands on hers. "You know, I do have an

awful lot of good memories of this place."

"That just means you're getting old. The older you get

the more good things you remember. It's one of life's great

injustices."

He lifted her hands away, turned facing her, and

replaced her hands on the small of his back. "Want to hear

another injustice? I want you so bad right now I hurt, yet

you might as well still be in St. Louis."

She hugged him, then moved away. "You know, I've been

thinking about what you asked me in St. Louis."

She might have knocked the wind out of him. "And?" he

asked, approaching her.

"Yes."

He stopped. "Oh, Vicki," he breathed, "are you sure?"

She whirled. "Why do you always ask me if I'm sure?"

Her ferocity stunned him. "I--I don't know--"

"Do you really think so little of yourself? Do you

really think it's possible that no one could love you?"

He stuffed his hands in his pockets, turned away.

"Well, since you asked, I have wondered about it more than

once. I admit I wondered about it when I asked you the

first time and you said no. I really had my doubts about

you then. Like you told me that night in Washington,

everyone likes to brag that they've made it with a hero."
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"I also said I had no heroes."

"Hell, Vicki, everyone's got heroes. If we don't we

manufacture some."

She glowered at him, hands on hips. "And you think

I've manufactured you. You think I've found something

heroic in your refusal to be a hero."

He was looking at the photos on the wall, and far

beyond them. "I don't know what to think. All I know is,

for most of my adult life I've been admired for what I did

or what I could do, not who I was or what I felt." He

turned, shrugged, smiled sheepishly. "Old habits die hard,

I guess."

She marched forward, grabbed his lapels, and virtually

rammed him against the wall. "You listen to me, Dick

Bradford," she commanded. "You seem to think you're the only

one who's had to endure hero worship. But what about me?

What about all the young female would-be reporters who've

seen me and want to be like me? One in one hundred will be

successful, and the rest will wind up blaming me for making

it look easy. How do you think that makes me feel?"

"Vicki, I--"

"And you think you've had girl troubles? What about my

man troubles? What about any attractive woman's man

troubles? We want men to love u, not our bodies! Sure,

women like to brag about making it with heroes, but men have
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been bragging about making it with good-looking women a

hell of a lot longer!"

He opened his mouth to reply but she covered it with

hers, knocking his head painfully against the wall. Finally

she let him go; their lips parted with a crack that sounded

like a pistol shot in the silent room. "I love you, Dick

Bradford," she said huskily. "You. Y-o-u. You. I do not,

repeat, do not love what you've done or can do. I love the

man who's capable of doing those things, who decided they

were the right thing to do at the time, but who also decided

other, better things were more important. I love the man

who, for whatever reason, made the choices he's made, one of

which was to ask me to marry him."

She kissed him hard again, and this time he responded--

her words had been like torches cutting chains, the chains

of his doubt. For the first time, he felt truly free in her

presence, and truly whole.

Someone tapped on the open office door and,

embarrassed, they broke the kiss. Bradford looked over;

Curtis was standing there, frowning. "Powell's put together

a mission status report," he said. "Five minutes, in the

main conference room."

Vicki was retrieving her purse. "I'll go check into

the hotel," she said. At the door she turned back and,

pointedly ignoring Curtis, asked Bradford, "See you later?"
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Bradford shook his head. "Probably not."

"Till morning, then," she said, and strode off.

Bradford watched her leave, then saw Curtis watching

him. "What?" he demanded.

"I thought you said she wouldn't be a distraction, "

Curtis grunted. He marched away before Bradford could

reply.

8

"Mr. President," Lopescu said from the doorway of the

Lincoln Sitting Room.

"Come in, Lopescu, let's get this over with," the

President acknowledged stiffly. He sat facing a roaring

blaze, and didn't turn when Lopescu entered and sat.

He did turn to greet Reinhart, however. "You needn't

have come, Ed," he said, smiling. "I simply asked you to

find Lopescu, not subject yourself to his company for so

long a time."

"It's okay, Boss," Reinhart answered lightly, taking a

seat. "Air Force One's a big plane."

"I trust you sat between Lopescu and the cockpit."

Reinhart grinned and took up the jibe. "Why would he

want to hijack the plane? For all he knows you're going to

give him his old job back."

"Well, if that's what he thinks, he's going to be

disappointed." Still without looking at Lopescu the
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President ordered, "Tell me about this installation the CIA

built on the lunar surface."

"The CIA didn't build it, sir," Lopescu answered

pleasantly. If he was embarrassed or angered by his

treatment he hid it well. "In fact, it's a fair bet the

Soviets did."

"Don't insult my intelligence," the President sighed.

"Everyone in this country down to the lowest sanitation

worker knows the state the Soviet space program's in."

"They know what the Soviets want us to know."

"Lopescu, I'm warning you," the President said in an

icy tone after a moment. "You'd better come clean on this.

Earlier today I sent Bearden home with his tail between his

legs, and he's got a thousand times the moral substance you

have. Am I clear?"

"Perfectly, sir. But the Company had nothing to do

with constructing that installation. That I can flatly

guarantee."

"Then who did?" the President shouted, slamming his

fist on the chair arm. "The Chinese? The Japanese? The

Israelis? God help us if it's the Israelis--"

"It's the Soviets, sir.1"

Now the President looked at him. Lopescu sat primly,

like a lady at a tea, and regarded him with a respectful,

attentive gaze. The President turned back and scowled, "I
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suppose you can flatly guarantee that, too."

"Given time and the proper resources, yes."

"How much time?" Reinhart asked.

"Never mind, Ed," the President groaned, waving a hand.

"Give a spy enough time and he can manufacture anything."

He leaned over, looked hard at Lopescu. "Let's see how he

does on the spur of the moment."

Lopescu's manner was unchanged as he replied, "As you

wish. The story of the installation begins during the

Carter administration--"

"I thought you said the thing was Soviet," the

President snapped.

"I said the Soviets built it. Actually, the plan for

the installation was ours."

"Quit playing games, Lopescu!"

"Maybe I should go back even further. Have you ever

heard of Selenite One?"

The President remembered Curtis's notes. "Of course

I've heard of it," he scoffed.

"I haven't," Reinhart said.

"It's a new mineral," Lopescu said, "discovered in the

rock samples brought back from the early lunar landings.

It's been one of the most closely guarded secrets in US

history. Or rather, its uses have been."

"And what are these uses?" the President asked, trying
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to sound disinterested.

"When properly refined and combined with other

necessary substances, Selenite One makes a very efficient

nuclear detonator. "

"My God," Reinhart whispered.

Lopescu might not have heard. "Obviously, the

extraction and refining of Selenite One is not cost-

effective, at least not for its use in conventional nuclear

weapons. But, when applied to the more, shall we say,

exotic varieties--"

"Why don't you just say it?" Reinhart shrieked, on his

feet. "Why don't you just say neutron bombs?"

Lopescu grinned slightly. "All right, I will.

Selenite One enables builders of neutron weapons to bypass

numerous detonator safeties and, all told, construct a much

cheaper and more efficent device."

As Reinhart sank into his seat the President felt a

numbness begin to creep through his soul. "So the Soviets

are refining this Selenite stuff in this installation?" he

asked.

"That's one of the things they're doing," Lopescu said

with zest. "But it's not the only thing. Which brings us

back to the installation's history.

"After seven years of study and development, in 1985

the Army unveiled plans for a completely independent
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installation, capable of refining Selenite One,

manufacturing a detonator, introducing it into a neutron

warhead module, and ejecting the module into the atmosphere.

At that time the space shuttle program was in high gear and

an efficient means of extracting and supplying Selenite One

seemed within reach. Then Challenger blew up, and the

program was knocked back on its heels."

He paused, looked expectantly at the President. "Go

on," the President grunted; the numbness continued to

spread.

"Shortly thereafter, as we all know, the Soviets began

to have their difficulties. They withdrew from Afghanistan,

then the Berlin Wall came down, then Eastern Europe broke

away. Suddenly there seemed little need for this new

installation. But its supporters were vocal and powerful--"

"Who were they?" Reinhart demanded.

"Ed, it doesn't matter," the President said dully. "Go

ahead, Lopescu. "

"After all the money and effort spent on it--"

"How much?" Reinhart cried.

"Ed, will you please--"

"No, Mr. President--that, I think, is a fair question."

He paused, lowered his head, then raised it and said

solemnly, "Everything considered, I'd say close to $250

billion."

.. .. .. -.-. .-- .-.- - --- -- ----- --- ----- -- - ---- -- -- ------- -- ---- ----- -i
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Now it was the President's turn for indignation. "Are

you telling me," he shouted, "that a quarter of a trillion

dollars was spent on this thing?"

"From the beginnings of the project to its end, I'd say

that was an accurate figure, yes."

"But--how--" the President asked, and held out his arms

imploringly.

"It was hidden in the Pentagon's black budget, sir. It

was a disguised item in other budgets. Funding came from

many sources--including, I'm sorry to say, covertly through

the Company.

"But we're off the subject," he continued hastily

before either the President or Reinhart could react to his

admission. "After all that was spent on the project, its

supporters felt a test installation should be built. But

they quickly realized that the US couldn't build it. Why?

Because, a) defense budgets were being attacked right and

left, and b) if the installation's construction were ever

discovered, the US would stand in violation of several arms

limitation agreements, to say nothing of being regarded as

the prime warmonger nation on Earth, since the Soviets

seemed to have mended their ways.

"But who could build it? Who besides the United States

had the technological expertise? And who, if the

installation were discovered, could we point our fingers at

tl -1.11. , 1-1, -,-,,,,',,- -11". 1-4 - - - 1---
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in shame and not be embarrassed ourselves? Certainly none

of our allies."

"Which left the Soviets," Reinhart breathed.

"Exactly. The Company was contacted and the leak was

arranged. A conduit was established whereby monies for

construction were funneled into the hands of Soviet hard-

liners through a series of dummy capitalistic ventures--"

"I saw that file!" Reinhart yelped, on his feet again.

"That's still going on!"

For the first time, Lopescu demonstrated impatience.

"The files you received were out of date," he explained

curtly. "I couldn't take the chance of your discussing

Company operations with anyone else."

"If you think I would have discussed them with

Bolkoniev--"

"No, I don't mean Bolkoniev. "

Reinhart seemed puzzled by this; in any case his anger

was suddenly spent. "How could you be sure I'd get old

files?" he asked, sitting again.

"Because he never really resigned, obviously," the

President said in a weary tone. The numbness had long since

completely possessed him, long since rendered him

insensitive to any more blows. "I guess if you're a spy you

really can't resign," he added. "I was a fool to ask him

to. "



369

"So the payments have been stopped?" Reinhart prompted.

"Oh yes, quite some time ago, shortly after they were

begun, in fact. You see, we... lost track of the

installation."

"This just gets better and better, doesn't it?" the

President muttered.

Lopescu ignored him. "The idea was for the Soviets to

build it, test it, prove it was successful, and then for us

to expose it in"--he smiled suddenly--"in what would look

like the greatest coup in Company history. But the

hardliners we were helping went too far underground--"

"Pardon the pun," the President grunted.

"--And, as I say, we lost them." The smile had gone;

he looked sad. "We utilized every resource, explored every

option, tracked down every lead, no matter how slim. We

called in favors from every friendly intelligence service in

the world, and some that weren't so friendly. We mounted

operation after operation, scam after scam--"

"Spare us the litany, Lopescu," Reinhart commanded in a

shaking voice.

"--We lost too many good people. But we were finally

able to guess the only place the thing could've been built:

a small, innocuous scientific compound just outside Moscow."

"Good for you," the President said with obvious

sarcasm. "Look, this is all very interesting, but would you
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mind telling us how the Russians could've gotten the damn

thing to the Moon?"

Lopescu seemed astonished by the question. "That's

easy, Mr. President. They put the components on a booster

rocket and shot it into space.t "

"I've warned you about patronizing me, Lopescu. When

did they do it?"

"And why?" Reinhart added, only slightly more gently.

"To answer your question first, Mr. Reinhart--the

builders knew we were looking for them. Indeed, it was

difficult not to know. They wanted an operational

installation, too, yet they knew they couldn't keep it from

us forever. So they decided to"--he smiled again--"have it

shot into space."

He turned to the President. "As to when--we believe

they did it when Marshall Tchertsikov nuked the Kiev rebels

outside Moscow." He paused, as if to let this sink in, then

continued, "Please understand that this is a best guess, but

there are two good reasons why it's best. First, the

compound was quite close to ground zero, less then forty

miles away, in fact. Second, the electromagnetic chaos

caused by a nuclear detonation would render our spy

satillites next to useless." He lowered his voice, but his

smile grew. "In fact, it's not beyond possibility that the

primary purpose of the detonation was to hide the launch,
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and that Marshall Tchertsikov was killed because he later

found out about it.1"

"How comforting that it's only a best guess," the

President sighed, again sarcastically.

"Finish the story, Lopescu," Reinhart snapped, eyeing

the President. "They shot the thing to the Moon. Then

what?"

"That I don't know," Lopescu replied. He seemed

suddenly disinterested, almost tired. "That will have to

wait for Jones, if he ever wakes up."

"He has awakened," the President announced, but without

enthusiasm. "I was notified a short time ago. I'm going

to...talk to him tomorrow."

"But--if this installation can eject neutron warheads

into Earth orbit, we've got to destroy it immediately!"

Reinhart cried.

"Obviously," Lopescu sighed. "But not to protect

ourselves."

"What do you mean?" Reinhart demanded.

"He's right, Ed." The fire had died; the President

stood, squatted before the fireplace, removed the screen,

and gave the logs each a nudge with the poker. Sparks flew,

and the fire rekindled itself. He remained there for a few

moments, watching, then stood.

"He's right," he repeated, still facing the fire. "We
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don't have to worry about that installation being used

against us. President Krimilov's a decent man, and his

opponents have nothing to gain by our destruction. But they

do have a lot to gain if they told the world the

installation was Krimilov's idea. It would ruin him, and

give them their shot at power." He moved behind Reinhart's

chair and began kneading the fabric with his fingers.

"Yeah," he said behind a tired smile, "this'll be the New

World Spirit's finest hour. We'll be using American

technology and risking American lives to save Soviet honor."

He spoke to Lopescu next but, as before, did not look

at him. "Lopescu--Bob--thank you. I appreciate your

candidness, and, of course, your coming here like this. You

can go back to the life of a gentleman now. I won't bother

you again."

Lopescu stood and said carefully, "If you don't mind,

Mr. President, I think I'd better stay. Destroying that

installation is going to have far-reaching ramifications,

and I believe--"

"Fine, I bow to your omniscience," the President

snapped, and turned his back to him. "You're my special

advisor for the duration of this operation. You are not

director of the CIA. Understood?"

"However best I can serve, Mr. President."

"Yeah, right. Ed, get him set up in an office, will
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you? Then get back here. We've got work to do."

"Sure." Reinhart stood and headed for the door;

Lopescu quickly fell into step beside him. At the door he

paused. "You okay, Boss?"

The President was leaning on the old writing table and

did not look up. "I've got an ex-CIA director who probably

knows the number and size of the cockroaches in the White

House kitchen, an ex-general who claims he's been framed for

sedition, and a weapons cache on the Moon which can

obliterate every living thing here on Earth. How could I

not be okay?"

"Uh, right," Reinhart said, and ushered Lopescu out.

The President remained at the table for some time after

they left, then abruptly picked up the cushion off the

ancient chair and hurled it across the room. For some

reason the "Star-Spangled Banner" was moving deafeningly in

and out of his consciousness, as if mocking him, his office,

the nation itself. And why shouldn't it mock him? The

nation would always come first, wouldn't it, and never the

world. For every one of him there'd always be a dozen Doug

Beardens, and probably hundreds of the nameless powerbrokers

who developed and supported installations like the one he

now had to destroy.

The "Star-Spangled Banner" kept pounding him like a

sledgehammer, and finally he gave in and began singing. He
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also began to weep.
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VI.

MAYDAY PLUS ONE

At first Humdingher had been resentful that he'd been

left alone in Paris to deal with reaction to the President's

"apology for lying." But now he was glad. Reaction had been

unanimously positive, and when the King was honored, his

minister shared the glory.

Soviet President Krimilov, in particular, had been

effusive in his praise. He'd called the apology "entirely

unnecessary" and had referred to the forgiveness of Bearden

as "courageous" and "visionary." He'd added that he planned

to introduce a resolution forgiving the Kiev mutineers and

making them heroes of the Soviet Union; so far, no one had

raised a voice in protest. Even the Arabs and Israelis had

agreed that the President's actions were worthy; Premier

Ben-Rabban had remarked that his country was "indeed

fortunate to have such an extraordinary man take an

interest" in its affairs.

All of which merely served to reinforce what Humdingher

already knew. This President could announce his intention to

walk on water--forgiving Bearden was just as ludicrous--and

the rest of the world would flock to watch him do it. And

if the President began to sink, then he, Humdingher, would

be there to pull him to the surface. It was a reality of

power, after all; and people tended to listen closely to

375
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those who saved their lives.

However, every item of good news these days always

seemed to be accompanied by an item of bad. This time the

bad news had come from perhaps the most unlikely source of

all: Deep Throat.

Humdingher had always known Deep Throat would one day

demand a price for his intelligence--and, of course, his

silence following his "retirement"--but certainly not one

this high. Like all good salesmen, Deep Throat had saved

the best for last. His assessment of the nature of the

lunar installation perfectly complemented everything Lopescu

had said. Humdingher wished Lopescu were here now, but he'd

gone to Washington. In fact, he'd been ridiculously easy

for Reinhart to find.

But he'd worry about Lopescu later; Deep Throat had to

be dealt with. Rewarding him was out of the question: if

you kept a man hungry you kept him working. On the other

hand, how long would it be before the President, now

finished with Bearden, got around to choosing Curtis's

replacement? Probably no time at all, and when that

happened it was possible Deep Throat would feel betrayed

and, well, come out of the closet. With his sources,

discovering Humdingher's indiscretions with Lopescu, among

others, would be, again, ridiculously easy.

So, a bone of some sort was definitely required. But
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would Deep Throat settle for anything less than the space

program? Unlikely--you didn't ask to lead the most glory-

soaked escapade in American history and settle for cleaning

the White House latrines.

Latrines. Judging by Deep Throat's familiarity with

certain jargon he was probably a military man, possibly high

in the Office of the Joint Chiefs. Humdingher doubted Deep

Throat could be any of the Joint Chiefs themselves; except

for Bearden, none of them seemed suited for or even

interested in the abundant media exposure, to say nothing of

the Presidential favoritism, associated with heading the

space program. Bearden, on the other hand, had publically

expressed his envy of Curtis. But now he was out of the

running.

How convenient. Could Bearden's claims of having been

framed actually be true? Was it possible Deep Throat was

someone on Bearden's staff? What about Curtis's staff?

What about someone in the White House?

Well, regardless of Deep Throat's identity, the last

person the Boss would approve to head the program was

another military man. After Curtis's tantrums, a housewife

was a more likely candidate. Hell, even Lopescu had a

better shot. Why had the Boss called him to Washington?

Not knowing that, Humdingher decided, was almost worse

than the prospect of removing Deep Throat. What would
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happen, he wondered, when Lopescu demanded his reward?

2

Yawning, Bradford reached blindly for the coffee cup

across his desk in the Senior Flight Office. He took a sip

and cursed himself again for sneaking out and spending the

night with Vicki. It had been her turn to be insatiable.

He yawned again and turned a page of Powell's report on

mission readiness. Things were bad. The program had

basically shut down when Curtis had left--people had quit,

others had taken vacations, still others had just stopped

working. Though Curtis's absence had only lasted a day, it

might as well have been a month. The new mission had lost

all of its momentum; as in a football game, or a war, once

momentum was lost it was hard to recapture. And Jones was

supposed to fly in tonight; no doubt he expected to lift off

tomorrow morning.

No, Jones knew better than that. Still, if they got off

the pad in a month....

He drained his cup, reluctantly stood, and moved to the

coffee maker. He'd begun pouring when Powell knocked on the

office door. Powell glanced around furtively, as if afraid

he'd been followed, then slipped into the office and closed

the door quietly behind him.

"Well, Tony, what seems to be the matter?" Bradford

chided. "There's coffee left," he added as he sat again.
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"Thanks, I'll pass. I can't stay long." He strode up,

leaned over the desk. "I'm here to apologize for the mess

things are in. It's my fault."

For some reason Bradford suddenly felt forgiving,

almost generous, towards Powell. "Nonsense. Things are a

mess because Ben quit."

"He quit because I drove him to it." Large eyes stared

out of a white face.

"You're going to have to explain that one." He picked

up his coffee cup and sat back.

"I intend to." Powell abruptly sat, then leaned

forward. "I work for the Company, too."

"What!" Bradford cried, and slammed the cup back on the

desk. Coffee splattered everywhere.

"I know what you think of me. You don't think I've got

the brains to come in out of the rain, much less work for

the Company."

"Obviously I was wrong," Bradford snapped. He began

mopping up the spill with a handkerchief.

"No, you were right. My job was to get all the other

flight candidates--Booker, Webb, Gilmore--out of the way so

you and Jones could fly the mission."

Bradford tossed the handkerchief into a waste basket,

then looked up and frowned. "Ben told me Booker had stomach

cancer. And Webb and Gilmore--"
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"Are the best of friends." Powell seemed terribly

ashamed, as if he were confessing the crime of the century.

"And there's nothing wrong with Booker. I had them all

reassigned. I had to tell Ben something, and he...

overreacted."

"I guess he did," Bradford scowled. He eyed Powell a

moment, then looked over at the pictures on the wall.

"You won't tell Ben any of this, will you?" Powell

asked after an age.

"What's he going to do--fire you?" Bradford snapped.

"You don't work for him."

"I wish I did. Ben's one of the best--"

"Spare me, Tony." He reached for his coffee cup and

drank what remained in it, blotting Powell out of his

vision. When he lowered it and Powell was still in front of

him, he rasped, "Thought you said you couldn't stay long."

Powell jumped up as if someone had jabbed him with a

cattle prod. "I can't," he stammered, and moved awkwardly

towards the door. "Thanks for listening." Without another

word he opened the door and left.

"Any time," Bradford muttered after Powell had

disappeared. So Powell was on his side, eh? Well, the KGB

certainly didn't have to worry about sabotaging the mission,

not with Powell already in place to do it for them. He

squelched an urge to throw the cup through the office window
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and, with an effort, returned to the report.

3

"But I would be valuable," Lopescu insisted from behind

the desk in his makeshift office. "In cases like this, it's

more important what you ask, and--"

"The Boss doesn't want you coming along, and that's

final," Reinhart said through clenched teeth from the

doorway. "And after that recital you gave last night I

really don't know what Jones can tell you or anybody else.

I don't even know why we're going to see him, but.... . " His

voice trailed off and he looked away.

"Most likely," Lopescu said conversationally, "one of

the primary reasons is that the President still doesn't

trust me."

Reinhart whirled. "Give me one good reason why we

should trust you! Especially after the way you've been

sneaking around, meeting Arthur."

"In that case I should think it'd be 'Arthur' you

wouldn't trust."

This was true, Reinhart decided reluctantly. But it was

also an entirely different problem. "Arthur'll get what he

deserves soon enough. But I'd like to know what you thought

you could gain by seeing him. I could easily tell the Boss

this morning, and he'd run you out of town on a rail by

noon."
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Lopescu leaned forward and folded his hands on the

desk. "Ask yourself, Mr. Reinhart, why Humdingher didn't

know any more about the installation than he did."

"Because you didn't tell him," Reinhart replied smugly.

"You wanted to wait and tell the Boss yourself, and thereby

buy your way back into his good graces."

"No, Mr. Reinhart, that's not the reason. I didn't

tell Humdingher because I didn't trust him."

"You didn't trust Humdingher? You're practically

soulmates! And even if it is true, why did you tell him

anything at all?"

"Because he would've found out about it eventually."

"How?"

Lopescu wore an expression of distaste. "Through a

private source. Deep Throat has access--"

"'Deep Throat?'" Reinhart laughed. "Do you take me for

a complete idiot, Lopescu?"

"--Sensitive information, mostly military, that's

largely outside Company operational parameters."

"Do I detect a hint of... professional jealousy?"

Reinhart preened.

Lopescu looked up and smiled. "Mr. Reinhart, if it

would make you happy to think so, please feel free."

Abruptly Reinhart's festive mood vanished. He marched

forward and, pointing, barked, "Look, Lopescu, the Boss
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warned you about patronizing him. What makes you think you

can get away with patronizing me?"

Lopescu was unimpressed. "Are you going to tattle on

me, Mr. Reinhart? Go ahead, you seem to be the type."

This took Reinhart completely by surprise. "You listen

to me," he blustered desperately, "I'm--"

"You know, Mr. Reinhart, I used to have some respect

for you." He was on his feet, idly straightening books on

the shelves, papers on the desk. "At the very least, I

respected you a great deal more than I respected Humdingher.

I'll take your dreams over his reality any day. After all,

I've spent quite a bit of time in his reality, most of my

life, in fact. But"--he sat again--"now that I've seen how

pompous and--to use your words--completely idiotic you can

be, I'm thinking I must've been wrong. And when I'm wrong

about people, Mr. Reinhart, other people suffer."

Lopsecu made Humdingher seem like an amateur. "Now

who's being pompous?" Reinhart gulped.

"I'm simply stating a fact," Lopescu continued easily.

"It's my business to know people, and when I misjudge them

bad things tend to happen. Now, one person I know I haven't

misjudged is Humdingher. And if you'll be still, I'd like

to explain why."

Reinhart sank into a nearby chair. "Go ahead, what've

I got to lose?" he bluffed--badly, he knew, but he wasn't
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about to admit defeat.

"Thank you. Now, it's through this source, Deep Throat,

that Humdingher learned about Case Cinco de Mayo and about

Case Four July. He may have learned other things, but

that's all I can confirm. My objective in meeting

Humdingher in Paris was to get him to rely on me, on Company

sources, regarding the lunar installation, so that when Deep

Throat eventually discovered its true nature, I could

discredit Deep Throat."

"But why," Reinhart asked, "especially since his

information on Cinco de Mayo and Four July was so valuable?"

"Several reasons. Though I have a fair idea of Deep

Throat's identity, I'm still not certain of it." He lowered

his voice. "We've had more trouble getting material out of

the Soviet Union." He took a deep breath, then resumed his

former tone. "At any rate, as I'm uncertain of his identity

I'm also uncertain of his motives." He leaned across the

desk. "You asked me earlier what I hoped to gain by helping

Humdingher. You'd do better to ask what Deep Throat has to

gain."

Reinhart felt a stirring of his former anger. "Maybe

later," he said stiffly. "Right now I just wish you'd tell

me why you don't trust Humdingher. "

"Because he's too quick to use people like Deep

Throat," Lopescu answered with a trace of impatience.
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"Because he doesn't care how or where he gets his

information, doesn't care who or what he might be dealing

with--"

"So you decided to use that against him." Reinhart

stood, ambled towards the door, then turned. "I think you're

forgetting something, Lopescu. If previous Presidents had

cared 'who or what' they'd been dealing with, there might

never have been a CIA." This was his last shot, and he hung

there, awaiting Lopescu's response.

It came by way of a thin smile, and another patronizing

remark: "I think you miss your own point, Mr. Reinhart.

'The Boss' isn't like previous Presidents, yet he's got a

man like Humdingher in his cabinet. And you once said

there's no room for someone like me in the New World. If

that's true, what's Humdingher still doing here?"

"I don't know," Reinhart said, turning towards the door

again. "What I do know is, Arthur stuck up for you, you

want to hang him out to dry, and you wonder why nobody

trusts you. The answer's clear enough to me, but then, I'm

an idiot." He blotted out Lopescu's response by slamming

the door.

He walked ten paces, then abruptly stopped and leaned

against the wall. He felt like crying, and laughing, and

making love to Carol, and flaying the skin off the butt of

his oldest son. He felt like running and telling the Boss
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everything Lopescu had said, then laughing and claiming it

was all a belated April Fool's gag. He and the Boss had

pulled some real corkers in the old days....

He remembered last night. Lopescu had said he'd made

sure those CIA files Reinhart had seen were old, so old they

couldn't possibly have had any relevance, in case Reinhart,

complete idiot that he was, blabbed their contents. Reinhart

had thought he'd been talking about blabbing to Bolkoniev.

But Lopescu had meant Humdingher. Yes, Humdingher. Lopescu

wanted to get Humdingher, too. Lopescu was on his,

Reinhart's, side. Lopescu, director of the hated CIA, was

one of the good guys.

...He wanted to go home, crawl back into bed, then get

up again and give the day another chance. He'd never been

so confused in his life.

4

Three hours later, at the Walter Reed helipad, the

President watched Reinhart stumble around as if lost.

"Something bothering you, Ed?" he asked with, he felt,

justifiable impatience.

Reinhart reacted as if he'd been surprised while

committing a crime. "No, just a little out of sorts today,"

he said blithely. He hesitated, as if awaiting further

interrogation, then abruptly dropped into his seat and

strapped in.
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"Well, wake up! Things are going to be happening

pretty fast for the next few days. I for one couldn't be

happier."

But Reinhart still seemed stuck in the mud. On impulse

the President gave his shoulder a playful shove. "Ed!

What's the matter? Things are just great. You know, seeing

Jones sitting there, with his wife and son, hearing him

talking about--all right, about making the world safe--I'm

telling you, Ed, it was like a young man's fantasy. I mean,

here's a guy who's just come back, literally, from death's

door, and he's ready to head right back there if it means

helping his fellow man. Now you tell me--are astronauts not

the finest men, the greatest heroes the world has ever seen?

Were we right to make the space program the focal point of

human energy or what?"

"We were right," Reinhart said, nodding hastily,

spasmodically.

The President drew back, eyed his old friend, then

ventured, "I get it. You're wondering whether we can trust

Curtis and Bradford.1"

"It certainly seems like choosing whoever leads the

space program, and this mission in particular, should be

your prerogative and not Jones's," Reinhart declared after a

pause.

"Ordinarily I'd agree. But who's better qualified to
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run things than Curtis? And this particular mission should

thrill him no end--it's got a military objective."

"But--suppose he wants to stay on afterwards?"

"Suppose he does. Then I'll exercise my prerogative

and get rid of him."

Reinhart did not appear reassurred, however, and after

a moment the President scowled and turned away. "Look, Ed,

if you're not going to tell me what's bothering you, fine,

but don't sit there like a machine awaiting a command."

Reinhart took a deep breath, turned to him. "All

right, if you insist. It's about Arthur."

"Aha!" the President shouted, slapping his knee. "I

should've known. You're not too happy that you left him on

his own in Paris. Well, don't worry about it. Despite what

passes for his political philosophy he can't get into all

that much trouble. He can't do anything we can't undo."

"But why give him the chance?" Reinhart demanded with

sudden urgency. "Why keep him around at all?"

"Because he's useful. Because he thinks like the rest

of the world thinks and can therefore translate those

thoughts into a language a dreamer like me can understand."

At this, Reinhart went red with fury. "You're not the

dreamer here, Boss--he is! His is a dangerous fantasy and

it's got to be stopped!"

But the President could only grin. "Jeepers, Ed, you
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are out of sorts. Next thing you say is that Arthur's a

bigger menace to the new world order than Lopescu. "

Reinhart made to reply but the President held up a

hand. "Look, if it'll make you feel better I'll fly back to

Paris tonight--take him by surprise, if you like." He

shrugged. "I don't have any more excuses to hang around

Washington anyway. In the meantime, you"--he poked Reinhart

with a finger--"will stay and keep an eye on Lopescu. "

"But--"

"No buts. I want him to clear it with you every time

he goes to the john." In a lower voice: "'Course, he's so

full of shit he'll probably have to go all the time."

"I've had about all of his shit I can handle," Reinhart

said, without a trace of humor.

5

Even the late afternoon sun seemed a bitter enemy to

Gabriella. She waited until the last possible moment to

expose her face, somehow coiling the rest of her body out of

the helicopter's hatchway while maintaining her courtliness;

but finally she could wait no longer and not only shielded

her eyes but brought her purse up to her mouth, effectively

covering the rest of her face as well. She'd worn slacks,

so she didn't have to worry about sudden gusts of wind

billowing through a dress.

Bradford was probably the only one who witnessed her
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performance, however; she'd been upstaged by her husband. A

large number of Cape personnel had come out to greet Jones

and were now crowded around him, patting him on the back or

shaking his hand. Curtis stood with an arm around Jones's

shoulders; it looked as if Curtis were taking credit for

Jones's resurrection.

"Dick!" Gabriella hollered, wiggling towards him on her

absurd heels. "I've got to talk to you."

Bradford regarded her the way someone with a bad

hangover would regard a pint of whiskey. There was another,

healthier commodity--Vicki--quenching his thirst now, of

course, but the sobering truth of the matter was that

Gabriella, like so many attractive objects, was unworthy of

those who desired her. Too often beauty was simply a

vessel, one which served to disguise the deadliness of the

substance it contained.

"So talk," he quipped. "Doesn't mean I'll listen."

But she hadn't listened. "Not right now! Can I call

you later?"

"Gabriella, I'm busy," he groaned. As if she were a

magnet repelling him he began walking towards the waiting

minibus.

She followed and clamped on to his arm. "Dick, please!

This is important!"

He sped up, perhaps hoping to scrape her off along the
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way. "Where's Billy? You pack him off to Houston?"

"He's got to go back to school," she whined.

"I'm surprised you thought about him that much. Or was

it Grant's decision?"

Again she seemed not to hear. They reached the minibus

and Bradford yanked his arm away. "All right, we can talk

here, but you'd better hurry up."

She looked up at him; behind the tears in her eyes

there was genuine terror. She wasn't this good an actress,

Bradford reflected.

"He still hasn't spoken a word to me," she said in a

shaking voice, "not a single word. Why?"

* * *

"Maybe he really doesn't love her," Vicki mused around

a mouthful of potato chips. "Maybe he married her for

cover ."

It was much later. Bradford and Vicki were in the

senior flight office, eating hot dogs, chips and dip, and

drinking root beer. Curtis had been invited but had

declined--rather gruffly, Vicki had remarked. Jones had also

declined, in order to go to bed early.

"I hardly think," Bradford remarked, stuffing a bit of

bun into his mouth, "anyone would marry a woman like

Gabriella for cover.1"

"She'd make perfect cover." She stood, walked to the
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table which usually held the coffee maker but which now held

an array of food, and ripped open a fresh bag of chips. "She

attracts attention like garbage attracts flies. And with all

the flies around her, no one'd give her husband the time of

day." She dumped half the bag's contents onto her paper

plate and sat again. "It's a time-honored spy tradition.

The best hiding place is the most conspicuous."

"Where'd you learn so much about spies?" Bradford asked

idly, trying to keep from watching her stuff herself.

"Australia has not been without her share of spy

scandals," she answered primly. "You're probably right,

though--Jones has enough cover inside the space program

itself." She thrust a handful of chips into her mouth.

"Maybe somebody at Walter Reed told him about all her

escapades and he's giving her the cold shoulder in return."

"I doubt it," Bradford said, and drained his bottle.

"Jones isn't the vengeful type."

"Christ, there must be something wrong with him," Vicki

growled.

"Maybe that's why he's such a good spy--there is

nothing wrong with him."

"You admire him, don't you?" It was an accusation.

He walked to the table, opened another bottle, and

stole a handful of Vicki's chips on the way back to the

desk. Sitting again, and ignoring her withering gaze, he
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answered, "Yeah, I do. So what?"

"So I would have thought the prospect of working with a

spy would make you ill. Spies represent everything you hate

about society."

"So do reporters," he shot back. Before she could

return fire he continued, "Jones doesn't seem like your

typical spy, anyway. He's acting without orders, taking an

enormous risk, and he's doing it because destroying the

installation is the right thing to do."

He munched on a couple of chips, then remarked, "Oh by

the way, I didn't tell you--Powell's CIA, too."

She frowned. "How do you know?"

"He told me this morning."

A handful of chips halted halfway to her mouth. "Why

would he do that?"

"To apologize for the shape the program was in. I--"

She was on her feet, and her face was pale. In a low

voice she commanded, "Dick, don't go."

It was Bradford's turn to frown. "What the hell are

you talking about?"

"Dick, it's odd enough Jones told you he was CIA. But

why would Powell tell you?"

"I'm trying to explain why!"

"No, you don't understand." She came around the desk,

leaned against it facing him. "Agents never tell anyone who
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they work for. They'll tell you their names, the name of

their control, the names of agents inside the Kremlin, the

number and nature of their sexual conquests--they'll say

anything before they say they're CIA. It's like"--she waved

her hands--"like programming. Loyalty to the Agency becomes

second-nature, more important than the United States, the

fate of the world, everything.1"

Bradford took a moment to consider this, then scoffed,

"Vicki, don't be ridiculous. Spies don't tell anyone who

they work for because their interrogators already know who

they work for. I mean, who else but the CIA would have

agents inside the Kremlin?"

"But we're not talking about the Kremlin!" Vicki

shouted, fists clenched. "We're talking about the space

program! So, right, Jones sympathized with you or something

like that, but that's still no reason to tell you he was

CIA. And Powell would never volunteer that information

without coercion. "

Bradford grinned. "You don't know Powell."

She punched him on the arm--hard. "Dick, that's not the

point!"

"All right then, what is the point?" he snapped,

rubbing his arm. "Are you telling me Jones and Powell might

be--KGB or something?"

"I'd say it was a serious possibility," she snapped
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back. She folded her arms and glowered at him.

"Oh come on," he sighed, and rolled his eyes. "Why

would a Russian be so hell-bent to blow up his own

installation?"

"You idiot, maybe he's not going to blow it up! Maybe's

he's going to--to initiate the launch sequence or

something." She bent over, her head very near his own. "In

that case, he'll kill you as soon as you touch down."

He pulled away. "Great. Then he can't get back."

She grabbed his cheeks and pinched hard. "Would you

come back if the whole world knew you were the only one who

could've launched whatever's up there?" She let go of him,

but when he reached up to rub his face she took his hands in

hers. "Dick, please--don't go."

He squeezed her hands, then abruptly stood and began

roaming the office. Finally, from the doorway, he said,

"Vicki, this is absurd. Jones is no more a Soviet agent

than the President. And the Soviets wouldn't suffer someone

of Powell's stupidity to work for them."

"Okay, okay," she snarled, and charged him waving her

hands. "They're not KGB. It really doesn't matter who they

are. The fact remains that they're using you. Do you hear

me? They're using you, and they'll throw you away when

they're through with you just like everyone else has." She

stopped short of him, turned, walked slowly back. "But
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that's all right, isn't it?" she went on sadly. "You enjoy

being used, and you always have. You've felt insignificant

when you've tried to find your own way, but being used makes

you feel important."

"I am important," he insisted, approaching her. "Jones

asked for me. I'm the only one who can fly the mission."

"Sure you are," she muttered.

"I am! I've got more experience than all the other

pilots in the program put together. If something goes wrong

in flight I'll be able to handle it, whereas someone like

Webb or Gilmore might have to abort. And another failure

might turn public sentiment against the program. We could

be shut down for good! If that happens, the next spacecraft

to reach the Moon could be Soviet!"

"You're also the only one, besides Curtis and a few

government officials, who knows anything about the

installation. That makes you dangerous."

"Are you saying Jones may have orders to kill me

regardless?"

"I'd be surprised if he didn't," she answered dully.

"Curtis'll keep quiet--all anyone has to do is threaten his

family. And government officials deny stuff like this every

day. Which leaves you. You've no one to threaten, and

you're known to be outspoken. You're as good as dead."

She leaned against the wall, would not look at him.
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"But again, that's all right. Better for heroes to go out

in a blaze of glory." Then she looked at him; her eyes held

betrayal, and sorrow, and pity. "You never gave up trying

to be a hero, Richard Evan Bradford. And you never will."

Hands on hips, Bradford retorted, "You're being

completely unreasonable. If you saw someone getting ready

to jump off a twenty-story building, wouldn't you try to

help? That's all I'm doing."

But she wouldn't answer. Angry now, he sat in her chair

and put his feet up on the desk. "But I forgot, you're a

reporter. You'd probably run and call for a camera crew,

and shoot the poor guy from at least three angles as he

fell."

This got a rise out of her, but not one he'd expected:

"You'd just better decide if you want to go to the Moon more

than you want to marry me."

"What's that supposed to mean?" he shouted, standing

again. Why now? he screamed silently at Fate or Whoever Else

Was In Charge. He went to her, placed his hands on her

shoulders, but she wriggled away and ran to a corner.

"It means just what it says!" she roared. "I'm not

going to give my life to an assassin's target!"

"Fine!" he shouted, and marched towards the door. "If

you want to break it off, we'll break it off! You can go

back to your groupies, or hell, maybe it's time you tried
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the President. He is the next step up the ladder.

Meanwhile I'll try to find someone who understands that

doing the right thing usually involves a little sacrifice."

Her sudden sob sounded like a pistol shot and it

stopped him in his tracks. "Damn you, Dick Bradford!" she

wailed. "Damn you to hell and all the way back!"

He turned; she flipped away tears with a finger and

laughed wretchedly. "That's an old saying of my mother's.

Thought you'd like to hear it."

He was across the room in an instant and this time she

allowed him to hold her. He held her head to his chest and

just let her get it all out.

* * *

"Grant? Sorry to wake you. It's Brad."

"Yeah, Brad, what's up?"

"Well, I don't quite know yet. Is there any way we

could...postpone this mission until you can find yourself

another pilot?"

"But--you know you're the only--"

"That's what I was afraid you'd say. It's just that,

well, Vicki doesn't want me to go. She...."

Silence. "She what?"

"She doesn't trust you."

"Hell, Brad, she's a reporter! Reporters aren't

supposed to trust anyone! And reporters hate me anyway. I
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haven't been a very good sport about the stories they've

written lately about Gabi and me."

"Grant, I, uh, think there's a little bit more to this

than that." A pause. "She's got this crazy idea that

you're KGB instead of CIA. She thinks you're going to kill

me to keep me quiet about the installation, or worse,

activate the damn thing."

"You don't think she'd tell CBS any of that, do you?"

"I seriously doubt it. But I suppose there's a chance

she could. She's kind of...desperate. You know how women

can get."

More silence. Then, in a reassuring tone: "Okay, Brad,

I'll have Langley pull my personnel file, as well as all

their documentation on the installation, and have it on your

desk by tomorrow morning. How's that?"

"Sounds good to me, Grant. But what if it doesn't

convince her?"

"Well, we can always try a gag order."

Laughter. "That'd just make things worse. You get me

those files, Grant. I'll make sure she's convinced."

"Let's hope you do. Thanks for the, uh, warning,

Brad."

"Thank you, Grant. Sorry I woke you."

The connection was broken. Powell held the headset a

moment, then put it down and shook his head wearily.
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6

In Paris, Humdingher was fuming. Lopescu had been in

Washington a full day and hadn't sent him so much as a post

card. What the hell was he up to?

Curtis was in charge of the space program again, and

Deep Throat probably wasn't very pleased. But the President

was back in town, and Humdingher would now have to devote

his attention to the negotiations again, when he should have

devoted it to discovering Deep Throat's identity.

Was it possible Reinhart had won Lopescu over to his

side? The very idea was ludicrous, but the fact that

Reinhart had not returned to Paris with the Boss was

instructive. Maybe Lopescu was under house arrest, and

Reinhart was his jailer. But house arrest for what? And

what would Lopescu tell, in exchange for his freedom?

But no, that was just as ludicrous. Lopescu was

probably even now on his way back to London, and would send

a message as soon as he landed.

Good. The sooner the better. Time was running out for

everyone.



VII.

MAYDAY PLUS TWO

The folder bearing CIA insignia that awaited Bradford

on his desk gave the impression of a bomb waiting to be

armed. In fact, it was a bomb of sorts: it could blow his

relationship with Vicki to hell.

But maybe it was time to reexamine that relationship.

After all, something had to be very wrong if it took CIA

files to convince Vicki he was doing the right thing. You

were supposed to do the right thing because, well, it was

the right thing. You made your decision on instinct, not on

evidence. And every instinct told him that going back to

the Moon with Jones was the right thing.

Vicki's objections raised another, darker possibility,

too: Vicki could be a Soviet agent herself. That would

explain why she'd tried to persuade him not to go. At the

very least, it explained how she knew so much about spies.

After staying up most of the night agonizing over this,

however, he'd discarded it. True, there were a lot of

things about Vicki he didn't know, not a few of which she

seemed reluctant to share, but she was no Soviet agent.

Maybe another instinct was at work here, an instinct which

warned that things were moving too fast between them. The

trip would give him the opportunity to think things through.

He heard tapping on the door. Jones stood in the

401
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doorway, smiling brightly. "Morning, Brad. You found the

documentation, I see."

"Yeah, thanks, Grant. I'll show it to her, but I've

decided to go regardless of whether she's convinced or not."

Jones launched himself across the room and thrust out

his hand. "Great! I knew you wouldn't let us down."

"I might," Bradford muttered, only half joking. "We're

not off the ground yet."

But Jones had grown serious. He sat in front of the

desk and said, "I had a talk with Curtis after you called

last night." He began linking and unlinking his fingers.

"He told me he thought Vicki was a distraction. I tend to

agree."

"Now wait a minute, Grant," Bradford said sharply,

"that's not fair. Gabriella's here, too, and she's

distracting everybody."

"So is Vicki. Everyone's used to Gabi, but when Vicki

walks into a room it's like the sun's come up again."

"Maybe I should be jealous," Bradford snorted. He sat

behind the desk. "on the other hand, you don't have to be

jealous as long as Vicki's around."

Jones grew grim. "I don't have to be jealous at all.

I'm sending Gabi back to Houston."

Bradford leaned forward, spoke in a low voice. "I

probably shouldn't tell you this, but Gabi asked me if I
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knew why you weren't speaking to her."

Jones looked at him hard, then drummed his fingers on

the chair arm. "I might as well tell you," he sighed. "I'm

going to ask her for a divorce."

Though he wasn't at all surprised, Bradford felt like

he should act as if he were. "Why?" he asked.

"A lot of different reasons," Jones said listlessly.

"Mostly the fact that she's not been very happy and that

she's been taking it out on Billy." His voice trailed off

and, just for a minute, he seemed the saddest man on Earth.

But suddenly he leaned forward, slapped the desk top.

"Look, Brad, we were talking about Vicki. Forget about her

being a distraction. Do you really think it's safe for her

here?"

"What do you mean?" Bradford demanded. "You think the

Russians'll try to grab her or something?"

"Well, you've got to admit it's possible." He grew

urgent. "It's your decision, of course. But a word to the

wise, okay? Think of her."

He stood, strode to the door, turned. "See you at the

morning briefing." He smiled. "And thanks, Brad. You're a

helluva guy." He left without waiting for Bradford to

respond.

Bradford thumbed through the file briefly, then closed

it and stared at the cover for a long time, rehearsing what
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he would say, how he would parry Vicki's arguments. But

dammit, he was sick of arguing. Maybe if he ignored her the

way Jones ignored Gabriella, Vicki would get the message and

go home. It would be painful for them both, but better a

little hurt now than a lot of hurt later when she, perhaps,

was recovering from an assassin's bullet.

...No, that wouldn't work. Vicki wouldn't let it work.

He had to tell her, beg her, maybe even order her to leave--

He heard a shuffle in the doorway and looked up. Vicki

stood there, wearing a severe business suit and an angry

frown. "You never came home last night," she accused.

That was certainly a good start, Bradford thought. He

held up the file. "Jones gave me this to give to you. It

contains everything about him, as well as what CIA knows

about the installation."

She marched in, snatched the file from his hand,

briefly looked through it, then handed it back with disdain.

"Sorry, but stuff like this can be manufactured. And even

if it is real, why would CIA permit you to entrust it to

someone like me?"

"You decided it was fake before you even looked at it,"

Bradford groaned, and tossed the file into a drawer.

But she'd grown sad. "I guess this means you're going

to the Moon after all."

"Yeah, I guess it does." He decided he'd better get
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this over with before either of them said something they'd

regret. "I want you to leave," he announced in a business-

like tone. "I want you to go back to Washington and wait

till I come get you there."

She began a protest, but he shouted over her, "Jones is

sending Gabriella away, too. He's afraid--I'm afraid--the

Russians are going to try something."

"Bullshit," she muttered, and folded her arms tightly

across her chest. "I'm staying."

"Like hell," he retorted, on his feet. "You're getting

on the next plane to DC. "

"You listen to me, Dick Bradford!" she shouted,

pointing. "I don't care how big a hero you are--you don't

order me around! Is that clear?" She turned away, seemed to

soften a little. "If you had half a brain you'd realize

Jones is trying to get rid of me because I'm against your

going. Hell, I probably am in danger--from Jones!"

It was no use. "Do what you want," he sighed, and sank

into his seat.

"Thank you, 0 Master, for the dispensation! It'll be a

pleasure to think for myself for a change!" She raised her

fists in victory and stalked away.

His voice caught her at the door. "Vicki, you might as

well leave. I'm not going to be able to see you anymore

until launch, anyway."
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She glared at him, hands on hips. "Why didn't you say

that at the very first? Why go through all this macho

posturing?"

"Because I thought--" he began in frustration. Then,

after asking himself the same question, and getting no

answer, he continued, more reasonably, "Because I thought

you'd give me more shit about choosing the space program

over you."

"Oh, I'll always give you shit about that!" she cried,

grinning. "I'll give you shit about whatever job you have.

It's a wife's privilege."

Apparently she'd resigned herself to his going on the

mission. Relieved, he grinned back and said, "Well, it's a

husband's privilege to worry about his wife's safety."

"You needn't. I can take care of myself. Women like

me learn how at an early age." She winked. "There, thought

I'd say it before you could."

"Vicki, please," he insisted jovially.

"Oh all right," she roared, "I'll think about it!" She

glanced at her watch. "Breakfast time! I'm starved!" She

trotted up to the desk, bent over and kissed him lightly,

then trotted back. "See you." She waved from the doorway and

was gone.

He stared after her for a moment, then picked up the

phone and told Jones to collect his file, because he
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wouldn't be needing it any more.

2

Marshall Kearnes was suddenly a celebrity. As

supervising physician in charge of Jones's case, he was

receiving a great deal of attention--and even, in less

informed circles, some credit--for Jones's recovery. And,

as others at the Walter Reed compound looked on enviously,

Kearnes milked that attention for all it was worth. With

any luck at all he would soon be naming his own position in

the Surgeon General's office. They'd already sent out

feelers.

But right now Kearnes didn't care if he wound up

running a free clinic in the ghetto as long as women like

Amy Krafft came to visit. She was an assistant medical

editor with the Associated Press and a stunning redhead;

except for her excessively wrinkled hands, she had provided

welcome acceleration to the process of forgetting Gabriella

Jones.

"You don't mind if I call you Marshall," she said,

stating a fact.

"Absolutely not," he gushed. "Whatever's easiest."

She smiled--she had a long, supple mouth--and set her

recorder on his desk and switched it on. "This isn't going

to be very formal, uh, Marshall," she purred, shifting in

her chair; he caught a flash of creamy thigh. "Just--talk."
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Kearnes did--for maybe thirty seconds about Jones, then

for twenty minutes about his hunches, theories, and wild

guesses on everything from coma diagnosis to the possibility

of extraterrestrial life. Several times he threatened to run

down, but Amy would encourage him, either by scribbling even

more furiously on her notepad or simply by granting him one

of her fabulous smiles.

Eventually, though, he absolutely had to stop and catch

his breath, and she jumped right in with a question:

"Marshall, what's the proceedure here? I realize you're

supervising physician, but what does that entail exactly?"

Kearnes decided it was time for a little modesty. He

leaned back in his chair and linked his hands behind his

head, and found he had a great shot up Amy's dress.

"Nothing, really. I'm actually little more than a traffic

cop. I collate staff reports on patients, serve as a

sounding board for ideas, arbitrate when things get

deadlocked. That sort of thing. Oh, and I take the heat

when my staff screws up--which, by the way, they seldom do.

I'm very proud of that."

Amy had been listening intently, scribbling more

furiously than ever; now she leaned forward, cutting off his

view. "So you never actually perform any medical

functions."

"Very few doctors do any more," he beamed.
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"Isn't that the truth!" she cried, and giggled. He

felt wonderful. She went on: "Let me clarify this, though--

it was your staff that determined Jones was in a coma, and

not you personally."

And, just like that, unease had bullied its way in.

"What are you suggesting?" he asked coolly.

She offered him a rueful smile, then reached forward

and switched off the recorder. "Okay," she said in a low

voice, "I'll tell you. It's my editor. He's--well, he's

against the space program. I mean, dead set against it. He

doesn't think mankind has any business flying, much less

going to the moon. He's got this"--she threw up her hands--

"insane theory that Jones might have been ordered to fake a

coma ."

Kearnes all but fell forward. "By whom?" he snapped.

"The President, of course," she replied quickly, as if

puzzled by his anger.

"For what purpose?"

"My editor thinks it's some sort of standing order--you

know, if there's a disaster, survivors are supposed to wring

the last bit of sympathy out of the public, the theory being

that a sympathetic public probably won't turn against the

program. Heroes tend to stay heroes when they're wounded,

whereas if they're healthy they're easy to resent. Or

something like that."
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"So that's the real reason you're here," Kearnes

declared, "to determine whether Jones might have been

faking."

"Yes, I'm afraid so," she replied, with what appeared

to be genuine disappointment.

Kearnes leaned back again, studied her. Her eyes were

wide and a bit imploring, her body tense. If she were

playacting, trying to get him to admit an inadequacy or even

an incompetence, she was damn good at it. And, after

Gabriella, he felt himself something of an expert at female

playacting. Nevertheless, her suggestion--or rather, her

editor's--was so unspeakable it was deserving of nothing but

outrage.

But on second thought, maybe just scorn would be

sufficient. "Well, I can tell you right now that it's not

possible," he stated flatly.

"What do you mean," she asked sharply. "That it's not

possible to fake a coma, or impossible to keep faking a coma

a secret?"

"Why--both," he bluffed, momentarily confused.

"Which means that, if he were faking, the diagnostic

equipment would tell you immediately."

"Of course it would," he retorted. Then, more gently:

"Our technology has never been better at telling us what's

wrong with ourselves. Unfortunately, it hasn't gotten any
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better at finding a cure."

But she didn't seem at all interested in quoting him.

As a matter of fact she seemed to have stopped scribbling

altogether, and to have forgotten that her recorder was

still switched off. He thought about pointing this out, then

decided against it.

"To the best of your knowledge," she finally asked,

"could diagnostic equipment be programmed to simulate coma

responses?"

Enough was enough. "You're the medical editor. You tell

me."

"Obviously, yes. When I was in med school it was done

all the time."

"Well, this is not 'med school.'"

She smiled ruefully again. "Look, Marshall, I

understand how you must feel. But if you have been played

for a fool I can help you. We can tear the lid off this

coverup together!" She leaned closer. "A story like this

would look good on my resume," she whispered. "I'd

be...grateful." Her eyes grabbed his and held them.

"Okay," he said, as if she'd sucked the word out of

him.

"Great!" she pealed. "Now here's what we need." She

stood, reached into her bag, handed him a printout nearly

two pages long. He skimmed it and immediately realized she
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knew almost as much about the facility and its procedures as

he did. "Burn it as soon as you're through," she warned as

she replaced the recorder in her bag. "Then flush the ashes

down the toilet. That way no one'll know we're on to them.

Okay?" She smiled encouragingly.

"How will I contact you?" he asked limply.

"I'll contact you. We may not have much time, so get

busy." Suddenly she leaned over and kissed his forehead.

"You're a doll to do this," she whispered, and ruffled his

hair. Then she gathered up her things and whirled out of

the room.

He gazed at the doorway for some time afterwards. He

didn't know whether to be ecstatic about her promise to be

"grateful," vague though it was, or be angry at the

possibility that he'd been played for a fool a second time--

The squawk of the intercom made him jump in his seat.

"Yes? he roared.

"Gabriella Jones on four," the robotic voice intoned.

Now what? Had Jones told her he'd faked the coma? Was

she calling to twist the shiv she'd already stuck into him?

And why call now, when he felt a little silly and a lot

guilty about his infatuation with Amy Krafft?

"Gabriella Jones on four," the voice repeated.

"All right!" he shouted. "Gabriella!" he said as

brightly as possible into the phone. "To what do we owe--"
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"Marshall! Marshall! I'm so sorry! You were right!

You were right all along, and Van Heusen--"

"Calm down, Gabriella, calm down!" She was almost

hysterical. When it rained it poured. "What was I right

about?"

"About Billy! About his dreams! Oh God, Marshall--"

"What about his dreams?" he demanded, as old, rusty

alarms began sounding in his head.

"That they meant something! That they might even be

true!"

"True how? For God's sake will you slow down?"

"I can't! My plane to Houston leaves in ten minutes!"

She paused, seemed to momentarily regain control. "Meet me

in Houston, Marshall, please? You're the only one who

understands."

"Understands what?"

"About the dreams!" Another pause. "Our housekeeper

called this morning. Billy had a horrible nightmare last

night. He--dreamed Grant was going to kill himself."

Suddenly Amy Krafft might never have existed. "I'm on

my way!" he shouted, and shot out of the office.

3

It was good to be back in Paris, the President thought.

He'd been wrong to think of these negotiations as a

"rear-guard action." His true place was here, where ideas
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were the currency and hope the purchase, and not back in

Washington, where squalid men dealt in squalid actions, and

where the only way to make something right, it seemed, was

to commit another wrong.

But he'd promised himself he wouldn't think about the

installation and its fate. He was expecting Alexei

Bolkoniev, the Soviet Special Envoy, at any moment, and he

wanted no distractions of any kind, much less that

particular one.

As if on cue he heard a knock on his door and Mrs.

Walter poked her head in. She'd been having a good time in

Paris, he knew, and she looked it: her eyes had a sparkle

and her cheeks a color he hadn't seen in years. Her voice,

too, possessed a youthful zest as she announced, "Mr.

Bolkoniev's here, sir."

"Ah yes, send him in," he said in a tone which, he

hoped, matched her enthusiasm. He stood and extended his

hand as the Russian entered.

Reinhart had been right: Bolkoniev was an imposing

figure, and his handshake communicated great energy and

strength tightly controlled. "Mr. President," he rumbled, "I

am pleased to meet you at last."

"On the other hand I feel I've known you a long time,,"

the President replied, showing Bolkoniev to a chair. "Ed's

spoken volumes about you."
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"He is well, I trust?" Bolkoniev asked, sitting. The

chair seemed to wheeze beneath his weight.

"He's fine. He's taking care of some business for me

in Washington."

"Ah yes, as you told the press when you returned

yesterday. He will be long in Washington?"

"Maybe, maybe not. The business is, uh, open-ended."

"I see." He was looking around the old bedroom. "The

French have been very generous," he remarked. "My

accomodations consist of a cramped old office at our

embassy."

"If President Krimilov comes to Paris," the President

parried smoothly, "I'm sure the French will be every bit as

generous to him. Probably more so--your nation's ties with

France are much closer than ours."

Bolkoniev eyed him. "Not as close as you might think.

Most of our historic objections to Western decadence were, I

believe, actually a reaction to French decadence."

The President grinned. "I sometimes wish we had

objected more strongly to it."

"You probably would have if we hadn't," Bolkoniev said

grimly, then abruptly laughed.

Silence fell, as it inevitably did when, after small

talk was exhausted, powerful men sized each other up. The

President knew he was responsible for keeping things going,
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and with an effort he moved his gaze away from his guest and

said, "Well, Mr. Bolkoniev, Secretary Humdingher tells me

you've been very active here during my absence."

"Yes," Bolkoniev replied, a bit standoffishly. "My

government wanted to--how do you say--keep the ball rolling

while you dealt with your, er, domestic difficulties."

"I understand, and I'm very grateful," the President

returned quickly. "Which is why I wanted to see you--to

express my gratitude, and to, as we say, get a feel for how

you think things are going."

Bolkoniev leaned back, smiled, and linked his hands

across his belly. "Frankly, I think they're going about as

well as can be expected. Which is to say that both parties

are still here in Paris and willing to talk, though what

about I couldn't begin to guess. Certainly not regional

peace."

The President frowned. "You sound convinced they never

intended to talk about it."

"It would surprise me if they had," Bolkoniev said

airily, waving a hand. "I believe all they wanted was an

opportunity to air their grievances before a man such as

yourself." He leaned forward. "You are in a unique

position, Mr. President. People look to you for the same

wisdom as the ancient Israelites looked to King Solomon.

They await your judgment."
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The President's frown deepened. "I'm not here to judge.

I'm here to mediate."

"In most nations judges are appointed, if not by vote

then by acclaim." Bolkoniev's tone grew sympathetic. "I

speak the truth, my friend, when I say that everyone here

seems to be waiting for you to--how do you say--'lay down

the law. '"

"Well, they've got a long wait ahead of them," the

President muttered. "I don't intend to dictate anything to

anyone. The age of the dictator is over."

"A refreshing sentiment from one the world would make a

dictator," Bolkoniev observed.

Embarrassed, the President tried to steer the

conversation back on course. "So you don't foresee any

progress at the table, at least for the short term?"

"Nor for the long term. The Arabs and Israelis will

always find an excuse to fight." He sat back and relinked

his hands. "Some years ago a countryman of mine likened the

Arabs and Israelis to two nests of ants, fighting an endless

war with each other, a war which served continually to

interrupt the efforts of a couple to enjoy a picnic."

"The couple being the Soviet Union and the United

States."

"Precisely. But whereas, in the past, our couple had

nowhere else to picnic, now it does."
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After a pause, the President leaned forward and said,

"I'm not sure I understand exactly what you mean."

"The space program, of course. The couple can now go

wherever it pleases, leaving the warring ants behind."

"I'm afraid I still don't follow you."

Bolkoniev leaned forward again. "It's simple, my

friend. Why use the space program as a means towards world

unification? Why not world purification? Why not eliminate

the undesirable elements of humanity simply by leaving them

on Earth?"

For a long, terrifying moment, the President's

consciousness was awash in visions of an Earth left to the

"undesirable elements," and then of commands issued, and

buttons pushed, and of long-buried installations launching

neutron warheads which, when detonated, would certainly

accomplish the "purification" Bolkoniev and others seemed to

seek.

But wait a minute. Surely Bolkoniev hadn't really

meant all that, or to say what he had meant in just that

way. He was tired and frustrated and probably just blowing

off a little steam. Bolkoniev's "ant" analogy wasn't that

much more insulting than his own "street gang" analogy had

been. And certainly when Bolkoniev had referred to

"undesirable elements" he hadn't meant the people who made

war, but rather war itself, and militarism, and....Weren't
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his own intentions exactly the same?

"Mr. Bolkoniev, I think our goal is the same. We seem

to be viewing it from different perspectives, but--"

"I don't think so, Mr. President," Bolkoniev said

behind a puzzled frown. "You seem to view the space program

as a means of accelerating human evolution. We see it as a

means of controlling it."

"Doesn't acceleration imply control?" the President

pursued with boyish eagerness. "Won't the most ancient

territorial and cultural disputes be forgotten when, as

human beings and not as Arabs or Israelis, men colonize

Mars?" He smiled. "Our business here in Paris is to keep

the Arabs and Israelis from annihilating each other before

they have that opportunity."

Bolkoniev's eyes narrowed. "You do not think, once an

Arab or Israeli, always an Arab or Israeli?"

"No, no more than I think, once an American always an

American, or once a Russian always a Russian. The only way

to maintain a lasting peace is for you, and I, and everyone

else, to forget our national, cultural, and racial

differences, and join in a community where we are nothing

more or less than human beings."

Bolkoniev scrutinized him for a long moment, then

nodded slightly and sighed, "I can see now why Edward

admires you. You believe utterly in yourself and in what



420

you are doing. That has been unknown in an American

President for"--he shrugged--"longer that I care to

remember."

Coming from someone as hard-nosed as Bolkoniev, this

was quite a compliment. "I think you give me too much

credit, and my predecessors too little," the President

responded.

"Nonsense." The Russian stood, offered his hand. "I

must go. But I have learned much here today. We must talk

again, hopefully at greater length."

The President stood and shook hands heartily. "Any

time, my friend."

"Just so long as it is not too early in the morning,"

Bolkoniev growled, and they both laughed. Bolkoniev walked

briskly to the door, opened it, turned. "Give my best to

Edward." He shut the door quietly behind him.

A moment later the President was on the phone to

Washington, to tell Reinhart that Bolkoniev was a believer

after all.

4

Wilkes felt like a kid who'd been forbidden to attend

his own birthday party. There'd been no word from

Humdingher, and that supreme idiot Curtis was back in the

saddle at the Cape.

of course, bringing Curtis back had been a matter of



421

expediency--it was imperative the installation be

neutralized as soon as possible, and Curtis could put a

mission together fast enough to do so. Once the

installation was dealt with, Curtis could and probably would

be dealt with, too. But that was only a probability; Wilkes

needed a certainty. And the closer he looked, the clearer he

saw Humdingher's hand at the controls.

First of all, it had been widely reported that the

President had regarded Curtis's abrupt and terse resignation

as a monumental insult; and this President, for all his

populist largesse, was not one to take insults lightly. He

was, Wilkes reflected, rather like an actor who never forgot

a bad review. Humdingher, however, had evidently helped him

to forget this one, among others.

Secondly, once Curtis was in place, there was no reason

why Humdingher wouldn't offer him sufficient inducement to

stay on. If nothing else, the successful conclusion of this

most important of all Moon missions would very likely win

Curtis the President's affection once again. Why, then, ask

Curtis to leave--and subject the President to "breaking in"

a new program director?

Thirdly, there was the timing of Curtis's reinstatement

--it had come at almost precisely the same time as his own

request to be considered for the job. Apparently, Humdingher

had somehow discovered his desire to head the program some



422

time ago. This, in turn, pointed to a leak somewhere. It

could have originated only with Bishop; it galled Wilkes to

consider what Humdingher could have offered that he, Wilkes,

hadn't offered already.

But perhaps he was being hasty in condemning Bishop.

He deserved a chance to prove his loyalty; on the other

hand, if he balked at this assignment Wilkes would

immediately know the reason why, since the assignment

involved Humdingher himself.

He reached for the phone, punched the speed-dial,

waited. At length a crisp voice answered, "Carnival here."

"It's time. Carnival. Let's put the package together."

A slight hesitation at the other end. "Problem,

Carnival?" he snapped.

"No, sir," the crisp voice responded. "Give me about

forty-five minutes to get the parts."

"You've got thirty. I want it delivered as soon as

possible."

Another slight pause. "Yes, sir. I guess I'll see you

in heaven, then."

"Count on it, my boy." He hung up.

He stood, stretched, grabbed his jacket, and rang the

bell for Sims. He grinned, remembering Bishop's solemnity:

"I'll see you in heaven." Perhaps their innocuous codeword

for the darkroom of an FBI surveillance expert-cum-
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pornographer had some sort of deep significance for Bishop.

If nothing else it would explain why he pursued his duties,

his "alternative co-dependencies," with such relish.

5

It was mid-afternoon when Bradford surfaced from

immersion in simulation data to see Gabriella standing in

the office doorway.

She looked pale, lifeless, almost like a mannequin, but

she tried to sound upbeat as she said, "I guess you've

heard. Grant's divorcing me."

Bradford involuntarily looked her up and down, then

returned to his work. "Yeah, I've heard." He felt no pity

for her and was ashamed--but only for a moment.

After a while she remarked, "Is that all you have to

say?" There was no trace of her usual challenge.

He sighed, sat back. "What do you expect? Want me to

act surprised? I'm not."

She folded her arms tightly. "Do you feel sorry for

Grant?"

He almost laughed. "Why should I?"

"I meant for having married me in the first place!"

"Oh, definitely for that," he snorted.

"I'm not the bitch you seem to think I am," she pouted.

He wanted to laugh again. "Despite all the evidence to

the contrary, huh?" He leaned forward, began leafing through
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the printouts. "Look, just go, will you? Spare us both."

He felt her stare for a while; when he finally looked

up again, she had gone.

* * *

If Bradford, or anyone else, had cared to follow her,

they could have found Gabriella wandering the corridors like

a shell-shocked soldier wandered the front. She had never

handled rejection well, but when the one who'd finally,

irretrievably rejected her was the one she'd always loved--

She stopped. Vicki Willingham had just swirled past

her; and this jolted her back to identifiable emotions, and

to a killer instinct long dormant.

"Excuse me, you're Vicki Willingham, aren't you?" she

said sweetly, and felt the hunter's thrill as the prey

stopped to sniff the bait.

"Oh, hello," Vicki responded, offering a curious,

probably condescending smile.

"We've never actually met," Gabriella went on,

approaching slowly, shyly. "I'm Gabriella Fiore."

"Of course. Grant Jones's wife," Vicki said, and

extended her hand.

Gabriella refused to shake hands; to do so would be

like looking into the prey's eyes before delivering the

killing blow. "Not for much longer. We're separating," she

said matter-of-factly.
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Vicki's countenance fell.. "Oh, I'm sorry."

"Don't be. It was probably inevitable." She approached

further. "Do you have a moment? I thought we could talk."

Vicki consulted her watch--a cheap one--then smiled and

said, "Why not? Want some coffee? There's a machine back

down the hall."

The prey was snared. "Sounds great!"

She allowed Vicki to precede her, and after about

twenty paces they turned the corner and entered a tiny room

which, besides the coffee machine, contained a small round

table with a chipped and stained formica top. "Filthy

place," she muttered as she sat.

Standing at the machine, Vicki inquired, "Want to try

somewhere else?"

"Oh no," Gabriella sighed. "They're all as filthy as

this one."

"You're probably right." Vicki dropped some coins into

the machine, punched a button, watched the cup drop and

fill, then turned. "What can I get for you?"

"Nothing. I decided I don't want anything after all.

Thank you, though."

"Sure." Vicki sat, watched the steam rise for a while.

Time to close in. "So--you're Colonel Bradford's

fiance'?"

Vicki seemed enthralled at the notion. "Yes ,
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actually."

"Ekchully. " What sort of accent was that--English?

Gabriella decided she could pass for an English "bird"

without much trouble; she'd certainly spent enough time in

London before she'd married Grant. "Have you followed him

from afar," she continued--English people used expressions

like "from afar"--"and decided you simply couldn't beah to

have the ocean separating you any longah?"

"No, I was here looking for a job." Vicki tried to sip

her coffee, then shied away.

"Selling your wares, were you? Things slow in

England?"

Vicki smiled with her mouth only. "I'm Australian."

"Ah, I should have guessed right away. Aren't

Australians descendants of criminals?"

"Not all of us." Vicki was no longer smiling, instead

was trying to appear preoccupied with her coffee.

"But enough of you so it really doesn't matter?"

Gabriella sang. The kill was close, very close.

"No, not even that many." Vicki took a loud, vulgar

swallow of her coffee. "May I ask what your business is with

me, Mrs. Jones?"

"Maybe I'd like to know what your business is with Dick

Bradford."

Quite unexpectedly, the prey became hard, immovable.
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"What are you talking about?" Vicki demanded in a low,

thorougly intimidating voice.

No! The kill had been so close! "Answer my question,"

she commanded unsteadily. She reached autonomically into

her purse for a cigarette.

"My 'business' with him is that I'm going to be his

wife." Strangely, though, Vicki's hardness seemed to have

gone. Now she simply seemed disinterested. "I wasn't aware

I needed your approval," she added, and took another vulgar

gulp.

"You'd never have gotten it," Gabriella quipped,

lighting the cigarette. She took a long drag, then bent

carefully forward and flicked the ash into the coffee cup.

But Vicki didn't seem to notice; slowly, a smile spread

across her face and lit up her eyes. "I get it," she said,

in a tone which held a slight but unmistakeable measure of

relief. "You're in love with him, aren't you?"

Her blind exposed before she could emerge, Gabriella

panicked. She lunged forward and thrust a perfectly

manicured finger at the other woman. "As a matter of fact I

am! And I'm better for him than you could ever dream of

being!"

If anything, Vicki's smile grew. "Really."

"Yes, really. I know all about your type, Miss Vicki

Willingham! You reporters are all the same. You bowl a man
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over, offer him something he can't refuse, and then toss him

aside when you're tired of him. You know nothing of

fidelity, or loyalty, or even common human decency! You're

nothing more than a new breed of whore!"

Vicki looked ready to burst out laughing. "Did you

deliver this same sermon to Jeri Johansson? Do you deliver

it to anyone who falls in love with Dick?"

"You haven't fallen in love with him!" Gabriella

shrieked, standing. "You just want to use him to further

your career! You're worse than Curtis, or Powell, or any of

the other parasites the space program attracts!"

"You not least among them, I daresay. "

"Shut up!" She reached out for the other woman; for a

second she had every intention of grabbing her hair or

gouging out her eyes. But then she pulled back, perhaps

because a measure of the earlier hardness had returned to

Vicki's face. Fists clenched, she pulled away and faced the

wall.

"He's a sweet, gentle man, don't you see?" she said in

a small voice. "He's a sensitive man most of all. He's

always thinking of others--and that's why he'll do anything

in the world for you, for anyone he thinks he loves. I could

have been tough as nails like you, I was a very successful

model and I could've become one of the most successful of

all time. But I didn't want that. I wanted a man, a good
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man, a man like Dick. And I wanted him to come to me, not

me go to him and flaunt myself. But he wouldn't have me. I

was always there, but he wouldn't have me. I guess he

thought it was easier to have women come to him. I never

blamed him for that. Maybe I should have."

From far away Vicki said, "I've found it hard to blame

Dick for anything."

Gabriella whirled. "It's true, isn't it?" she cried

hopefully. Then, realizing the breach she had made, she

turned back to the wall.

"When Grant came to me, I decided I wouldn't wait for

Dick any longer. If I married Grant at least I'd still be

close to Dick. But I soon learned I'd make a mistake.

Grant was kind, and gentle, but there was always something I

could never get at, something he kept from me, something

some men have that women can never figure out. Some women

are attracted to it, fascinated by it. There've been books

written about it, and I guess I've read most of them. Do

you know what I'm talking about? Have you ever encountered

it before?"

"Tell me about how Grant... 'came to you,'" Vicki

suggested.

Tears were on their way; she felt like running. "Why?

It doesn't matter now. What does matter is I married Grant

so I could still be close to Dick, but, well, I was too
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close. He'd run off with a new girl every two or three

months, and leave me there watching.... "

She dissolved into sobs. Next moment she felt Vicki's

arms around her; Gabriella opened the sea-cocks and just let

go. After a while Vicki guided her back to the table and

helped her to sit, then busied herself at the coffee machine

again. Shortly she set a cup of coffee in front of her, then

sat. She leaned across the table and urged softly, "Tell me

about Grant. It'll make you feel better."

"No," Gabriella sniffed, and reached unsteadily for her

coffee. "You don't care. And I've been horrible."

"We're all that way once in a while."

The coffee was horrible, too, but it still felt good

going down. And, much as she had wanted to earlier,

Gabriella Fiore discovered that it was almost impossible to

hate Vicki Willingham.

"Okay," she said, smiling bravely, "if you're sure."

6

Much later, Bradford was still in his office, still

pouring over simulation data. At least that's what he told

himself he was doing; actually, he was worrying about Vicki.

He'd tried calling several times since held seen her that

afternoon, and hadn't gotten an answer. If she still wasn't

home next time he tried, he'd call the cops.

"Dick," Curtis said from the doorway. Bradford looked
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up so quickly it hurt. Jones was there, too; both men

looked pale.

"What?" Bradford rasped. He felt an emptiness in his

stomach.

"Kearnes is dead," Curtis announced dully.

Not sure he'd heard correctly, Bradford shook his head.

"Who?"

"Kearnes," Jones offered reluctantly. He walked in and

sat in front of the desk. "They found him in a restroom at

Dulles. He was stabbed to death."

Bradford waved his hands as if to clear the room of

smoke. "Wait a minute. Are you talking about our Kearnes?

Marshall Kearnes?"

"None other," Curtis sighed, joining Jones.

Bradford felt like cheering. Vicki was safe! Unable

to keep relief out of his tone, he blurted, "How'd you say

it happened?"

"He was stabbed in the men's room," Jones reported with

a trace of anger. "He could've interrupted a drug deal, or

just been mugged. Who knows."

"Apparently he was booked on a flight to Houston,"

Curtis added after a moment. "No one knows why, though."

"Good God," Bradford sighed, and rubbed his eyes with

his fingers.

"I'll miss him," Jones said, his voice shaking a
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little. "Sure, he was a textbook moron, but he was a decent

guy for all that."

"What do we know about the funeral?" Bradford ventured

after a longer silence. The question was purely rhetorical;

for some reason he felt it necessary to keep the

conversation going.

"We probably won't be here for it," Jones muttered.

"Not if we're going to make our primary launch window."

"You can bet it won't be anything like Murphy's,"

Curtis said listlessly. He shrugged. "All the more reason

to go, I--"

"Dick, tell me we're doing the right thing!" Jones

shouted suddenly, on his feet. "Tell me this piece-of-shit

human race is worth risking our necks for!"

For a moment Bradford couldn't believe it was Jones who

had spoken. "Grant," he gulped, "if you don't think it is,

nothing I can say--"

"All right, all right, I'm sorry," Jones said, waving

his hand and turning towards the door. "Forget I said it.

It's just that sometimes....1" He stopped, seemed to wrestle

with himself for a moment, then all but ran from the room.

Curtis wore a pained look for a moment, then shrugged

and stood. "Well, this ought to make for a good night's

sleep. See you in the morning, Dick." He forced a smile,

then stalked out. Bradford stared at the phone for a long
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time, then picked it up and punched in Vicki's number. She

answered on the second ring. He opened his mouth to speak,

then suddenly hung up, grabbed his jacket and, laughing, ran

from the office.



VIII.

MAYDAY PLUS THREE

Lopescu slid the photos back into the envelope and, in

an unmistakeable gesture of contempt, dropped them on the

desk. "Fakes," he said.

"How do you know?" Reinhart demanded immediately.

"Because Arthur Humdingher is not stupid, and he would

have to be extremely stupid to--"

"Get caught with his pants down?" Reinhart sneered. He

approached the desk, leaned on it. "If I know Arthur he

probably thought the photographer would add to the

excitement."

"Mr. Reinhart, if I may say so, I don't think you know

Mr. Humdingher as well as you think you do."

"Oh, I know him pretty well." He pulled away from the

desk, faced away from Lopescu. "He believes the end

justifies the means, and when you believe that you don't

worry about such mundane matters as whether something is

stupid--or immoral." He turned. "I daresay he's rather like

you in that respect, Bob."

Lopescu sighed heavily. "You never believe the end

justifies the means, do you, Mr. Reinhart?"

"Never."

"And yet you'd use any means available, including these

fake photos, to--"

434
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"It doesn't matter that they're fake!" Reinhart roared,

and slammed the wall with a fist. "What matters is that

Arthur Humdingher is fully capable of performing acts

infinitely more reprehensible than sodomy!"

He spat the word out, then stuffed his fist into a

pocket and began moving around the room. "The fact that he

didn't perform this particular act would almost be poetic

justice," he went on. "He's performed many others he'll

never be punished for."

"I'm sorry, Mr. Reinhart," Lopescu said, "but using

these pictures against Humdingher is out of the question."

Reinhart strode towards him. "I don't recall giving

you the authority to make that decision." He stood before

the desk, arm outstretched. "Come on, give them to me."

Lopescu was absolutely still. "Don't be foolish. You

release these to the press and in six months another

anonymous messenger will deliver another set of fakes to

someone who's out to get you, and then where will you be?

And don't tell me you'd gladly sacrifice your career to get

Humdingher out of this administration. In your own way

you're as much of an opportunist as he is."

"You're finished here, Lopescu," Reinhart hissed. He

reached over, grabbed the envelope, and turned towards the

door.

Lopescu's calm voice followed, however. "I'm warning
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you, getting Humdingher's not going to be that easy. It

never is."

Reinhart whirled. "No it isn't, because people like you

and Arthur build careers out of making it hard. You reject

the light but you're afraid of the darkness, so you

specialize in introducing new shades of gray. They make it

easy to hide when the trouble starts, yet still allow you to

find your way out. But I'll promise you right now, Lopescu--

Arthur Humdingher is going to be thrown into the blackest

pit I can find, and as it stands now you'll be thrown in

with him." He turned and resumed his exit march.

"Suit yourself," Lopescu said casually. "But--just for

my sake, you understand--why not admit that the real

attraction of those photos is that they do seem to make

everything so simple? After all, once you spread them all

over the media you won't have to worry about approaching the

President and playing those sordid little tape recordings of

yours and trying to explain--with no trace of personal

animosity whatsoever--why a man like Humdingher belongs in a

prison cell, perhaps even a padded cell, instead of the

Cabinet Room."

This forced Reinhart to stop, and he turned. "What are

you trying to say, Lopescu, " he groaned.

"Simply that these pictures let you off the hook, and

you know it."
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Reinhart glared at him, hands on hips. "That's

ridiculous. The next thing you'll probably say is that I

believe they're the answer to long and fervent prayers."

"No," Lopescu replied with surprising earnestness,

"simply that, in the real world, 'good' doesn't triumph over

'evil' without exerting a little more sweat."

"I suppose your world is 'the real world,'" Reinhart

muttered.

Lopescu, suddenly on his feet, shouted, "My world, as

you've so eruditely pointed out, is what we're dealing with

here, Mr. Reinhart! And I daresay you're going to become

depressingly familiar with it before this is all over!"

And then, abruptly, he was calm again; clearing his

throat he continued, "Now we've got to do this step by step.

Step one is exposing Deep Throat, and these photos can lead

us right to his door."

Reinhart didn't face him, stood with fists clenched.

"I still don't understand how you can be so sure Deep Throat

sent them in the first place."

"Like I said, I know my world pretty well."

"Evidently," Reinhart said sourly. He shrugged and

turned. "But if Deep Throat's on our side all of a sudden,

why are you still out to get him?"

"He's not on 'our side,' Mr. Reinhart, he's on his.

Make no mistake: he's not our friend. And when someone
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who's not my friend gives me this good a shot at him, I'm

taking it. Humdingher's going to take more than one shot.

He can wait." He sat, pulled the photos out of the envelope

again, began examining them closely.

Reinhart gave up. He thrust his hands into his pockets

and stared at the floor. "Well, to borrow your metaphor,"

he muttered, "it sure seems like we're wasting some great

ammunition."

Lopescu looked up and smiled. "Trust me, it'd just blow

up in our faces."

2

The phone buzzed, and Humdingher, rubbing sleep from

his eyes, reached blindly for it. "Yes?"

"It's me," Lopescu replied.

"Where the hell have you been?" Humdingher cried.

"Not relevant. I simply wanted to tell you that your

worries about Deep Throat should be over by the end of the

day."

"How?" Humdingher gushed in relief.

"Again, not relevant."

There was something in new Lopescu's manner, if not

exactly in his tone. "What's going on, Lopescu?" Humdingher

asked slowly.

"Nothing. I simply felt it was my duty to make sure

you were able to function in Paris with a minimum of
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distractions."

"Very good of you," Humdingher sneered. "What do you

want?"

A pause, no doubt for effect. "If I told you, I'd

merely be replacing one distraction with another."

"You already have, you bastard. Now what do you want?"

Another pause. "Well, someone's got to direct the

space program when Curtis steps down again."

More relief. "Are you crazy, Lopescu? Regardless of

what miracles you might be preparing right now, what makes

you think the Boss'll even give you a second thought?"

"I was rather counting on your making sure he did, Mr.

Humdingher. "

"I'll just bet you were," Humdingher breathed. He hung

up before Lopescu could respond, then stood, slid into his

coat, and left the small room, heading for the President's

suite, just down the hall.

He tapped on the door, then pushed it open. The

President, seated at the desk, looked up and smiled. "Oh

hello, Art. What's on your mind?"

The President's good humor had been indefatigable since

his return, and while Humdingher had privately greeted this

with dismay at first--a hard-nosed President presented a

better front --he was now ready to appreciate it. He ambled

in, slid into a chair, and offered casually, "Oh nothing,
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really, just, you know, thinking about the future."

"Well, that's refreshing," the President grinned, and

went back to his work.

Humdingher frowned. "What's that mean?"

"Well, you must admit you haven't been very forward-

looking in the past. Can I infer from this, er, episode

that that might be changing?"

"Perhaps," Humdingher said amiably. What the hell:

anything to make things easier. "I just got through

chatting with Lopescu. I guess he called as a courtesy, or

maybe he just wanted to talk. Anyway, I got to thinking: if

he--we--can pull this Moon shot off, and if Curtis doesn't

decide to stick around afterwards, that Lopescu might make a

damn good director of the space program."

The President seemed to freeze. Then he looked up, his

face void of expression. Humdingher smiled encouragingly,

and the President's face, almost as if it had cracked open,

suddenly displayed the biggest smile Humdingher had ever

seen.

The President clapped his hands, moved around the desk,

and offered Humdingher his hand. "Art, there's hope for you

yet. You've finally begun to develop of sense of humor.

That's the best joke I've heard in a long time."

3

Much later, the President, dozing on the bed, was
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roused by the phone.

"Yes? Oh hi, Dad. Glad you got my message. Sorry I

won't be able to meet your plane in the morning. Ed

volunteered, though."

"Fine," the old man said brightly. "Give us a chance

to talk about the new baby."

"There may not be time for much small talk. He's going

to brief you on what we've learned about that lunar

installation."

"Oh really. If you don't mind we'll stick to the small

talk."

"Dad, please, I want you to know what's happened. This

could literally be a matter of life and death for all

mankind."

"Son, it's always 'a matter of life and death' these

days. It's safe to say the one thing this New World Spirit

has done is make you the most melodramatic President in our

history."

The President breathed deeply, let it out. "Dad, this

is serious."

"So is havin' a conversation about down-to-earth

matters," the old man rasped. "It's a damn hard thing to do

in these days of world awareness. But if I don't want to

worry about the state of the world, it's my right not to."

"Well, if that's the way you feel--"

I --------------- ----------
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"Now don't you give me any of that, Son. Regardless of

how hard you try to change it, the ordinary and the dull and

the down-to-earth will always be more important to some

people--probably most people--than the state of the world.

And I don't care if you think that's the reason the world's

in the fix it's in. People are people, dammit. They're

individuals, and that means they're different. They're not

parts of some greater whole, some huge amoebic mass. Every

person's a 'mass' unto himself."

"Yeah," the President sighed, "a mass of unfocused,

undirected, undisciplined energies which like as not will be

vented in a destructive manner. The fact that I'm here in

Paris is proof enough of that."

"You know, Son," the old man said after a moment,

"that's the trouble with people like you--in order to make

man better than he is you first have to make him worse. You

portray him in the bleakest possible fashion, just so you

can call every little step he takes--a step you orchestrate,

mind--a step towards the light. What you fail to see is that

he's been where you're taking him before, found he didn't

like it, and left."

The President pulled the phone away from his head for a

moment, stared at the opposite wall, then pulled the phone

back. "Look, can we talk about something else? I don't feel

like arguing."
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"Suit yourself. But you got me started, and by God I'm

going to finish."

"Then you'll pardon me if I don't listen."

"Damn smart-ass kid. Let me tell you a little story.

I'm bettin' you'll be listenin' pretty close before I'm

through."

"Go ahead," the President sighed again, and shut his

eyes.

"I had a new nurse this time. Older woman, German

immigrant. Reminded me a lot of Mrs. Walter, in fact.

Anyway, she was telling me about her teen-age granddaughter.

Seems the kid tried to kill herself a few weeks ago."

The President sat up sharply. "Why? The future's never

been brighter for teen-agers!"

"This kid wasn't thinking about the future. Apparently

she'd just broken up with her boyfriend."

"What a stupid reason to try to kill yourself," the

President groaned.

"Maybe you think so, but that little girl sure didn't.

Face it, Son--how important is the future, or the world

situation, or anything else to a girl who's just broken up

with her boyfriend, or a boy who's just lost a shot at the

school football team? What does a teenager care about the

world if his parents are divorcing? As I recall, Son, you

took it pretty hard when your mother and I went our separate
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ways."

"I did, didn't I?" He played with the tassles on the

bedspread. "It was during the height of the Viet Nam war,

too, the Tet offensive, in fact. I couldn't've cared less

who won or lost. How do you like that? While thousands were

dying, thousands more suffering, all I could think about

were my own problems."

"Are you deliberately missin' the point, Son?" the old

man demanded with some heat. "It was perfectly natural for

you to think about your own problems before anything else."

Then, more calmly, "I spoke about the nurse with Dr.

Richter, the staff psychiatrist here, and he thinks, now

that the world situation is finally calming down, that

people will worry more about themselves and their own

because they'll have to worry less about the world

situation. Suicides might actually increase."

"That psychiatrist is an idiot!" the President snarled.

He wrapped a tassle around a finger and yanked; it came

loose easily and he moved to another. "People are not

isolationist. True, they need a little incentive to come to

the party now and then, but the space program'll give them

that. Once people discover how much fun that party is,

they'll want to stay forever. But I will not accept that

jackass's hypothesis, Dad. People want more out of life than

just peace and quiet down on the farm."
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"Well. Besides missin' the point you've forgotten your

history. 'Peace and quiet down on the farm' is the very

reason America was founded."

"Don't be ridiculous," the President snorted. He stood

and moved towards the refrigerator.

"All right, I'll let that nurse tell you. She said that

when she and her father got off the boat in New York in 1947

she was ecstatic. 'At last we'd reached the land of milk

and honey,' she said, 'a land where there'd been no war for

nearly a century and the same form of government for nearly

two. A land where you weren't harassed, or imprisoned, or

executed, for speaking your mind. A land where a member of

your family wouldn't be taken from you if he or she happened

to strike the local authority's fancy. "'

He paused, then continued, "Sounds to me like that's

what the original settlers of this continent dreamed of,

David, as well as everyone who's come here since. 'Peace

and quiet,' security, an end to suffering--that's what

people have always wanted, and that's all they'll ever want.

They're not interested in bringing the world the blessings

of capitalism, or the benefits of modern technology, or even

the self-assurance wrought of guaranteed personal privilege.

They just want to be themselves, and to be left alone to do

it."

At the refrigerator, the President took two loud gulps
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from the milk bottle, then replaced it. "Finished, Dad?" he

asked.

"Guess I'm pretty well talked out, yes," the old man

answered in a pleasant tone. "Now it's your turn."

He slammed the refrigerator door, headed back towards

the bed. "I won't waste my breath. You know what I'm going

to say."

"Yeah, I suppose I do. You'll say that America was

founded by dreams, and that without dreams to sustain her

America will fall flat on her face." He gave a weary sigh.

"I'll reply that, if you're so world-conscious, why should

America's fate mean that much to you?"

"And I'll call you a hypocrite for asking that

question."

"Because I've been in the military all my life."

"Exactly."

Another sigh. "Well, you can't blame a man for

trying."

The President smiled. "I don't. I'm glad you still

care."

"And, heaven help me, I always will. See you soon?"

"Bet on it. Bye, Dad." He replaced the phone and lay

back on the bed.

What an strange few minutes that had been! Evidently

the old man had been deeply moved by the nurse's story,
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because he'd never argued so boldly, so assuredly,

before....

It was, of course, absurd that the avoidance of

suffering was all that mankind was truly interested in. To

believe that was to believe that suffering, or its lack, was

the foundation from which the concepts of good and evil had

grown. It was to believe that good and evil was therefore

relative, and not absolute, defined by every man, woman, and

child based on individual circumstance. It was to believe

that there was, in fact, no higher moral authority, no

standard one wished to attain, no god one wished to create.

It was to believe, finally, that there weren't, that

there could never be, Dreams.

4

Vicki had decided to go back to Washington after all.

Kearnes's death had convinced her. "The KGB killed

him," she told Bradford in a tone that brooked no argument,

"to teach an object lesson." Why Kearnes had been the

object, however, she refused to speculate.

She wouldn't be staying at the condo, of course, but

with her friend Anna Kribner. "I know I'll be more

conspicuous in the ghetto," she joked, "but then, so will

the KGB." She had "other resources," too, she assured him.

Under no circumstances was he to worry about her.

Which meant, of course, that he was more worried now
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than ever. After all, Kearnes had been killed in Washington.

But, he knew, he could no more prevent Vicki's murder, or

prevent any other unpleasantness from entering their

relationship, than he could control the orbit of the Moon.

And being in control, he'd finally realized, was what

not only the space program, but love, friendship, survival--

every aspect of human life--was about. To be in control was

to be able to live without fear of the unknown.



IX.

MAYDAY PLUS FOUR

Reinhart had to admit he was a little jumpy, standing

in the shadows at Andrews. An assassin could strike at any

moment--not at him, but at the President's father, who, the

Secret Service constantly complained, offered a prime

target. There were ten agents within spitting distance of

Reinhart, not to mention Marine sharpshooters stationed

strategically all around the runway. They'd probably open

fire if anyone so much as dropped a pin. The old man's

plane was late, too, which did nothing to ease the tension.

But finally the huge aircraft lumbered into view. It

softly touched down and swung around to the taxiway;

presently it stopped, someone cracked the hatch, and the old

man appeared and waved, oblivious to any danger. He eased

down the gangway and greeted Reinhart with a bright smile

and a firm handshake.

"Been a long time, Edward!" he exclaimed as the Secret

Service urged them towards the waiting limo.

"It's good to see you too, sir, " Reinhart said. They

got in the car and Reinhart felt more than heard the heavy

armored doors slam. "What's the verdict from the Mayo?" he

inquired as the car lurched forward.

"Same old thing. Quit drinking and stop chasing women.

And you? When's the new baby due?"

449
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"Around the first of the year. Carol says this is the

last one but"--a proud smile--"I can tell she's excited."

The old man smiled, too. "That's nice, very nice. Not

too many big families these days. This country was built on

big families. Wanted one myself, but I couldn't convince

the other half of the partnership to see things my way. Oh

well, the one we did have turned out to be more than enough

to handle."

He leaned forward. "Had a long phone chat with him

last night. He said you were going to fill me in on that

lunar installation they found. I told him I'd rather not

know anything about it. That went over real well." He

leaned back, folded his arms tightly. "So, go ahead. Carry

out your orders."

Reinhart complied, but only after squelching a sudden

urge to list Humdingher's latest transgressions. He knew

the old man didn't like Humdingher but he had never

understood why: they seemed similar in ideology and, to some

extent at least, in temperament.

In any case the old man listened without a word to

Reinhart's report, then reacted immediately when it was

over: "Imbeciles! Pompous, puffed-up technocrats! The

United States is the only nation on Earth that would give

its greatest weapon to its greatest enemy just to see if it

could be built!" He made fists and slammed his knees
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several times with them.

It was absurd, Reinhart thought; somehow Lopescu's

clinical summary had served to hide that aspect of the

situation. But Reinhart was more distressed by the old

man's attitude towards the Soviet Union.

"If the Soviets have been our enemies," he suggested,

as if to a ten-year-old, "it's our fault. They've competed

with us, and feared us, but we've never given them any

reason not to."

The old man waved a hand in derision. "There you go

again with your revisionist bullcrap. That's a strange

thing for you to say anyway, especially after all the

bellicosity you've put up with at the conference table."

"Bellicosity hides fear," Reinhart returned smartly.

"Like I said, we forced it on them with our own fear and

insecurity. Besides, we'll never grant them the respect

they deserve, and the respect today's world situation

demands, unless we quit thinking of them as an adversary.

The Soviets are trying to forget the past, and we've got to

do the same."

"Sounds like a speech I once heard Jack Kennedy make,"

the old man snorted. "He had his New Frontier, David has

his New World Spirit. The more things change, the more they

stay the same."

Reinhart sighed. "I take it, then, that you think the
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same thing that happened to the New Frontier will happen to

the New World Spirit."

"More than likely," the old man shrugged. "It'll bog

down somehow. Or, even worse, it'll become a grotesque

parody of itself, like the Great Society."

"That never would've happened if Kennedy hadn't been

shot," Reinhart said tersely.

"Oh, David'll probably get shot, too, after this

Bearden business. That is, if he doesn't shoot himself

first."

Red with indignation, Reinhart asked, "Exactly how will

he do that?"

"If he doesn't think of a way I might point a couple

out to him."

"But why?" Reinhart shouted. Then, regaining control,

he asked, "What's wrong, Major? David's worst critics

haven't spoken of him as harshly as you did just now. Why

the about-face?"

"I'll support my son as long as he's content with being

President. But lately he seems to have decided that's not

enough."

"Maybe it isn't," Reinhart pursued. "Maybe the world

situation demands he be more."

"I'm gettin' a little tired ot hearing you and David

use 'the world situation' as an excuse for your excesses."
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"What do do mean, 'excesses?"'

"Forgiving Bearden. Strutting around Paris as if he

were some sort of deliverer. And doing whatever he did

Easter Eve. The more I find out about that the more....

disillusioned I become."

Reinhart's control failed again. "Whatever David's

done has been absolutely necessary. If you'd just try to

understand our view of the world--"

"I understand it perfectly. Knights still prance

around on white horses and evil is a wart-infested old crone

in a filthy black robe and peaked hat."

"Whereas, to you, evil is a hard-eyed weather-beaten

field marshall wearing a sable cap with a red star on it."

"To me, evil is anything or anyone that prevents me

from living the life I want to live, from thinking what I

want to think and feeling what I want to feel! Should I go

on, or do I really have to explain that that's what the

Founding Fathers meant by 'inalienable rights?"'

Reinhart had never seen him like this--his back arched

in an almost feral manner, his arm shaking as he held a

gnarled finger in Reinhart's face, his lower jaw quivering

as if in anticipation of literally biting Reinhart's head

off. Reinhart drew away and held up his hands. "Take it

easy, sir," he said in a rush. "No reason to upset

yourself."



454

"There's every reason!" the old man bellowed, leaning

closer. "Maybe if I'd gotten upset thirty years ago when you

and David first adopted your 'world view' .... " He suddenly

seemed to wilt and, staring off somewhere, he drew away and

rested his head in his hands.

But he'd made Reinhart angry. "Permit me to point out,

sir, that adopting that world view was our inalienable

right."

Reanimated by this, the old man shouted, "Maybe so, but

making it into the equivalent of a worldwide revival meeting

certainly wasn't!"

"Well then, what would you suggest?" Reinhart retorted,

following him when he drew away. "Don't you think that,

after half a century of fearing every jet plane's roar, or

every mushroom-shaped cloud in the sky, the people of the

world need reviving? Don't you think it's time we

understood our neighbors instead of locking our doors and

loading our guns against them every night? Don't you

understand that in order to do that we must find a common

ground, find something our neighbors and ourselves can both

believe in? Don't you realize we've got to save ourselves

before we can save the world? That's all David and I are

trying to do--help us believe in ourselves again."

"Pseudo-religious bullcrap,1" the old man muttered, and

turned the other way.
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Reinhart ignored him. "Or do you prefer to keep your

doors locked? Maybe you're one of those people who keeps

the TV or the stereo on all the time so he can't hear the

noise and misery in the street out front. Maybe you're more

comfortable shutting out the rest of the world because its

problems make yours seem trivial by comparison, and you

can't stand that."

"But my problems aren't trivial!" the old man cried,

and pounded his knees with his fists again. "My problems

are just as serious as anyone else's, because they're mine,

and I have value! Don't you understand? The right to life,

liberty, and the pursuit of happiness is nothing more or

less than the right of every one of us--you, me, the

neighbors, the Colin Wellands, and the people who live in

the street--to our own definitions of freedom, and of

repression, and of ecstasy, and of sorrow. And it is the

job of the President to protect that right, not interpret

its meaning like some self-ordained high priest!"

"But what about David's rights?" Reinhart asked,

reeling. "When the people elected him, didn't they acclaim

his vision of life, liberty, et cetera to be the same as

theirs?"

A bonfire had been lit behind the old man's eyes.

"When an American enters politics, he does so to defend the

rights of his constituents. He does not give free reign to
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his own rights, and he most definitely does not acquire new

ones. He gives up his rights."

"I thought it was the role of the military to defend

our rights," Reinhart volleyed weakly.

"Only if the politicians fail."

"Did you join the Army in the hope they would?" This

was a low blow, Reinhart knew, but winning this argument had

suddenly become critical to him.

The old man did not rise to the bait, however.

"Politicians will always fail sooner or later," he said in a

faraway tone. "They're only human, after all." Then he

whipped his head around and snapped, "David will fail, too!

As much as he seems to believe the contrary, he's only

human, too, and he's carrying a burden no man was meant to

carry!"

And, just like that, with that absurd statement, the

old man had "shot himself." Yet Reinhart felt none of the

elation he'd expected, and so craved, from victory. "The

quest for peace is every man's burden," he said flatly.

"David is the greatest hope for peace the world has seen

since Jesus Christ. As his father, if not as a fellow human

being, you owe him your support."

And then, unexpectedly, Reinhart felt himself soften--

involuntarily, as if God had decided he'd been too harsh.

"It would mean so much to him," he said gently, "if you'd
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come out in support of his forgiveness of Bearden. You're

right--it is a hard burden to bear alone, and--"

"He made his bed, he can sleep in it," the old man

rasped.

Apparently he didn't know he was beaten, Reinhart

thought. Well, this would end it. "You made the bed,

Major. You wanted him to be President."

"Yes, President! Not Pope, Messiah, or whatever the

hell he thinks he is. I've warned him his back can't stand

the strain. Now let him break it. I couldn't care less."

"You're a very poor liar, Major," Reinhart said behind

a fatherly smile.

The bonfire roared behind his eyes as the old man

shouted, "Am I? Then I'll tell you the truth. You don't

want me to come out in support of David for his sake as much

as you do for yours. Right now you think he's foundering

around like a kid learning to dog-paddle and you can't stand

it because you always believed he could swim a mile first

time out. Well, I've got news for you, young man: even

Jesus had to be taught how to swim."

"Yes, and it was probably his father who taught him,"

Reinhart retorted. "Now let me tell you something, sir.

Don't be surprised if, by the end of his administration,

your son is as bent and bitter as you are. By that time all

the goodness, all the things that are extraordinary about
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him, will long since have been beaten into dust."

The old man exaggerated a shrug. "Dust to dust,

Edward. I told him the Presidency was a thankless job." In

a low, weary voice he added, "But he's made it into

something it was never meant to be. He's made it into

something impossible for a human being to perform."

Neither man said another word the rest of the way.

2

"Really, Boss," Humdingher insisted from the door of

the President's sitting room, "it's not that bad an idea."

"If I just sit down and think about it?"

The long-awaited breakthrough had occurred: all of a

sudden the talks were barrelling along, so Humdingher knew

it was with exaggerated weariness that the President

collapsed into a chair. "Tell me, Art," he asked when he

was comfortable, "why do I continually get the impression

you believe thinking is something foreign to me?"

Humdingher trod lightly. "If I give that impression I

apologize. I don't mean to."

"Like hell. If there's anyone in this administration

in control of his impressions, it's you. And if you thought

for half a minute you'd realize Lopescu is unacceptable for

the same reason Curtis is--multiplied by about a thousand,

of course."

"I don't suppose it matters," Humdingher remarked,
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munching a thumbnail, "that Lopescu is the best man for the

job under any circumstances."

"By that I take it you mean he's a good technician,"

the President half-sneered. "But I don't care if Lopescu

could have us on Mars next week. I don't want a technician,

I want a true believer."

Humdingher spat a bit of skin into his palm for later

disposal. "Exactly what does it take to be a true

believer?"

The President offered him a wry grin. "Are you asking

for your sake or for Lopescu's?"

By tearing the skin on his thumb Humdingher had drawn

blood. He licked it away, blew on the wound, then replied,

"Well, since you probably wouldn't tell me if I were asking

for Lopescu's sake, let's say I'm asking for mine."

But the President had turned away; he was staring

intently somewhere else, his right hand rubbing his midday

stubble of beard. "To be a true believer," he said in a

tone he might once have used to recite a creed, "is to

reject the America that's arisen these last fifty years or

so--a selfish, boorish, immature America interested only in

flaunting the wealth it's obtained and abusing the power it

possesses."

"Oh, I don't think we've abused anything," Humdingher

remarked. He licked blood away again and took a step into
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the room. "As a matter of fact I'd say we've handled our

power pretty well, considering that we're descendants of

refugees, the most powerless people on Earth. We've had

numerous opportunities to give our former masters a taste of

their own medicine, yet history will show that the United

States has been the very model of restraint."

The President eyed him. "Something in your voice tells

me you think the time for restraint has passed."

"There have been some opportunities missed," Humdingher

replied carefully.

"What sort of 'opportunities' are those?" He looked

away. "When I met with Bolkoniev the other day he seemed

certain I was going to dictate a settlement. He thought

everyone was waiting for me to. He was relieved when I

promised I wouldn't, and that, I think, is what brought the

Soviets in so firmly on our side." He looked up at

Humdingher again; his eyes were hard. "Why do I get the

impression you think I should dictate a settlement?"

Because you can! Because Bolkoniev doesn't want you

to! Because, regardless of how preoccupied with their own

troubles they may be, the Russians are still a helluva lot

closer to the Middle East than we are, which means their

influence will always be greater than ours unless we

permanently impose our influence!

Humdingher wanted to shout all this at the top of his
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lungs. He wanted to grab the President by his oversized

shoulders and shake him until he understood. He wanted to

scold him, beg him, humiliate him, praise him to the skies--

whatever it took for as long as it took--until this

extraordinary man accepted, and played without question, the

role history had prepared for him.

Instead, he turned back towards the door and muttered,

"Got to go. Afternoon session begins in half an hour."

"Now Art," the President warned jovially, "you're not

getting away that easily."

All right, since he had to give him something--"I don't

trust Bolkoniev. " He pulled open the door.

But the President wasn't finished with him yet. "You

know, Art," he sighed, "I don't think you want to trust

Bolkoniev. I sometimes think you don't want to trust

anybody. I get the feeling you could if you wanted to but

you just won't, like an alcoholic who refuses to seek help.

It's inconvenient, it's threatening, it's as if you're

afraid trusting a fellow human being will distort your

entire world view."

Still hoping to escape, Humdingher offered, "Thank you,

sir. I would've thought you'd never credit me with any sort

of world view."

"Oh, you've got one, all right," the President pursued

with a hint of a sneer. "Your world turns on American
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commerce, American conviction, American whim. Despite the

evidence provided by recent events you still cling to the

tired old notion that America is God's gift to the world."

A sad smile appeared. "I feel sorry for you, Art. You

could be a part of the greatest human adventure of all time,

but instead you've embraced the same stale visions of

political hegemony. You're nothing more than an old-

fashioned imperialist."

"If that's what you think," Humdingher said, trying to

sound disinterested, "why am I still on the payroll?"

Now the President's smile was fraternal. "Come on,

Art, give yourself a chance here. Lopescu might be beyond

redemption, but you're certainly not."

This remark depleted Humdingher's last reserves of

patience. He stalked into the room waving a finger. "For

someone who refuses to consider himself a dictator you

tolerate remarkably little opposition. You expect everyone

to follow blindly, like lemmings to the edge of a cliff, and

then, when the few of us who can see the cliff try to point

it out to you, you have the colossal arrogance to accuse us

of having no vision!"

"I'm leading the country to the edge of the abyss, is

that it?" the President said behind an amused grin.

"You keep listening to Bolkoniev and you will! Believe

me, the man is no friend of Krimilov, and he can ruin
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Krimilov by ruining you. If he does that, the world will

lose not only the greatest stabilizing influence it's seen

in years--namely, you--but it'll have squandered all the

progress it's made towards the very future you so

desperately want, and are so goddam impatient to attain!"

The President folded his arms and regarded him the way

a psychiatrist might regard a patient. "Tell me, Art--how

will Bolkoniev ruin me by helping me hammer out a permanent

Mid-East peace?"

"He'll find a way," Humdingher shot back. "By the time

he's through you'll have given up the trees in exchange for

the forest, and it'll be obvious to everyone in the world

but you." He backed away, waved his stumpy arms in

frustration. "Or maybe it's all a smokescreen. Maybe he

wants to take your mind off the installation."

Anger flared behind the President's eyes. "Why should

I worry about the installation? Your friend Lopescu's in

complete control."

"Which is another reason why he's ideal for the space

program!" Humdingher cried, slamming a fist into a palm.

"If the Russians were able to launch one installation and

get away with it, don't you think they'll try again? And if

they don't, then we certainly should! What does it tell

Krimilov if we let something like this go unanswered?"

He ran a hand over his head, wiped the sweat from his
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skull on his pants. "You know, David, the most frightening

thing about you--about anyone like you--is that you've for-

gotten that peace, like everything else we think precious,

needs to be protected. The best thing you can do--"

Next moment the President had seized his wrists with

strength he probably had no idea he possessed; his face was

red with fury and his voice hot and low as he said, "Enough,

Art. Next thing you'll tell me is the best defense is a

good offense. I've had it with your insane devotion to

ancient animosities. Have you got that? I've had enough!"

His eyes bored into Humdingher's for a moment, then he

shoved him roughly backwards; Humdingher reached around

blindly and managed to steer himself into a chair.

He'd lost more than just the argument, that much was

certain. But it was long past time he gave vent to his own

feelings, especially after so many had accused him of having

none. His only regret was the way they'd boiled out of him,

making him rant like a megalomaniac. The same thing had

happened to Pup Arnold, though: like a problem child, the

President had pushed them both past the breaking point.

He remembered the day Arnold had quit. Arnold had come

to the office looking like he'd just shed twenty pounds and

ten years. "I called him a fool to his face," he said,

sporting an ear-to-ear grin. "Better clean out your desk

while you can. He'll probably have us all shot and the
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building fumigated." Humdingher had not spoken to him

since.

He wondered if Assistant Secretary Winslow would speak

to him after he'd left. Probably not. He'd want to last as

long as possible, even as he, Humdingher, had. After today,

however, the President probably would fire everyone and

fumigate the building....

The President was across the room, leaning over the

desk. "I hate to disillusion you further," Humdingher said

amiably, "but the French probably saw and heard everything

that just happened in here. They're probably wondering what

the hell's going on."

"So am I," the President groaned after a moment.

"What I mean is, someone might want to embarrass you--"

"You were asking earlier why you were still on the

payroll. I'll be damned if I can think of a reason. I want

your resignation today. You don't have to have it for me

immediately, and I'll give you a decent sendoff in the

press. But I don't want to see you after tomorrow morning,

is that clear?"

"Perfectly," Humdingher snapped. He examined himself

for regrets, found none, and stood. Reaching the door, he

turned. "You going to exile me like you did Lopescu?"

The President had picked up a folder, was thumbing

through it. "Absolutely not," he replied absently.
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"Everyone I exile seems to come back to haunt me."

"Then I'll do us both a favor and exile myself." The

door made a sound like a pistol shot as he slammed it behind

him in a farewell gesture of defiance.

3

As the last member of one of Virginia's oldest

families, T. Sherman Wilkes was conversant with the concept

of honor. Honor was like an indelible harness around a

fragile vase, holding all that made being a Wilkes what it

was together inside.

Honor was--had also been--central to his role as a

general officer in the United States Army. But now that kind

of honor was forgotten, was in fact the farthest thing from

Wilkes's mind. The only honor that mattered was that of a

Wilkes. Up to now it had been a loyal servant, and a stern

but rewarding master. Now, it had become a wrathful god.

Lopescu had come after lunch. Delilah had gone

shopping, and Sims had announced he was taking the car to

get new sparkplug wires. This should have made Wilkes

suspicious; Sims usually refused to be specific when the car

needed repairs. At any rate it was now clear that Lopescu

had impressed upon both servants the wisdom of their being

out of the house.

He'd been disarmingly friendly at the door: "General

Wilkes? Robert Lopescu. You might not remember me, though
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we met last year at a National Security Council briefing.

May I come in for a few moments?"

Like a fool, Wilkes had assumed Lopescu had wanted to

consult him on the Moon mission, and so had welcomed him

eagerly into the living room. Lopescu, after declining

offers of coffee or something stronger, sat on the sofa,

opened his attache case, and handed Wilkes an envelope. "I

have something to show you, General. Please take your time

in looking over it."

Again with schoolboy eagerness, Wilkes had taken the

envelope, sat opposite Lopescu, and dumped its contents on

the coffee table. Also like a child, he'd been unable to

suppress a gasp of dismay at what he saw.

The photographs he and Bishop had manufactured showed

Humdingher performing sodomy on Bishop. These, however,

showed a faceless figure performing sodomy on Wilkes.

"You and I both know they're fakes," Lopescu said

lightly. "You and I both know the press will know they're

fakes. But they're enough to get the press interested,

don't you agree? After all, if someone would go to such

lengths to smear you, you must have something to hide. And

in our free society, having something to hide is, as you

know, extremely dangerous."

With sweating hands Wilkes had deliberately replaced

the photos in the envelope, then handed it to Lopescu.
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"What do you want?" he heard himself ask.

"Your immediate resignation from the Army. I can't ask

you to leave the country, but I think it would be a good

idea if you did. But the most important thing is, I want

Deep Throat closed down permanently." A thin smile. "You

might say I'd like his jaws wired shut."

At this point Wilkes had fired his last volley. On his

feet, he raged, "Why are you doing this? Deep Throat has

been of immense value to you and to the country!"

But Lopescu hadn't seemed to notice. Calmly returning

the envelope to his attache case, he stood and, after a

mockingly pensive moment, replied, "Let's just say it's

professional jealousy." Halfway to the door he added, "Very

nice house. If you have trouble selling it, look me up. I

may be interested." And he'd let himself quietly out.

Now, in the study, Wilkes sat at his desk. His

uniform, neatly pressed, lay in front of him. It was a

matter of protecting the wood; like everything else in the

house the desk was a valuable antique. His right hand,

remarkably steady, held the Colt .45 automatic. Though it

had belonged to his father, it had never been fired. In his

left hand he took the roll of rubber tape he'd found on

Sims's workbench and, pulling the end loose with his teeth,

wrapped several bands of tape around his right hand and the

stock of the automatic. Next, he snipped a long, loose band
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free with scissors, passed the end through the trigger

guard, placed the gun's muzzle against his temple, and took

the end of the band in the left hand. He took a deep

breath, shut his eyes, and leaned forward.

Honor demanded penance. Not penance for wrongdoing,

but for arrogant stupidity. He yanked the tape back with his

left hand and stuck it to his arm. His trigger finger, now

taut against the gun forever, caused the magazine to empty

into his brain, the brain that had betrayed him and every

Wilkes before him.

4

The President's father had just hung up when the phone

rang again and a tinny female voice requested he hold for

Robert Lopescu. A moment later a flat voice said, "Good

evening, Major."

"Good evening!" the old man said boisterously. "Thanks

for returning my call. Hope you haven't been trying to get

through recently. I was just on the phone with my son."

"Congratulating him on finally firing Arthur

Humdingher, I presume."

"Why yes, I was. Is my dislike of Humdingher that well

known?"

A short pause. "It's well known to the rest of us who

dislike him."

The old man laughed. "Fair enough. I can only guess
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what finally made David wise up to him."

Another pause. "Your son's a remarkable man, Major. He

was bound to 'wise up' sooner or later."

"Well, I certainly won't argue that. The part about

being remarkable, I mean." He sighed. "Well, look,, here's

the reason I called. I'd like to offer you some--let's call

them suggestions about dealing with Ed Reinhart. He thinks

you and Humdingher hatched from the same egg, and now that

Humdingher's gone he's going to be even harder on you."

"Thank you for your concern, sir, but I can take the

heat."

"I'm not saying you can't. It's just that Reinhart and

my son are hatched from the same egg, too, and, well, I'd

sort of like to see you stay in Washington this time."

"I appreciate your saying that, Major."

"Now don't be cute, Lopescu," the old man snapped.

"I'm not doin' this for you. My son would never admit it if

you put a gun to his head, but he needs a shield, a buffer

against the seamier events in world politics. If harsh

reality ever threatened this little idealistic house of

cards he's built himself, the rest of him'd come crashin'

down with it." In a lower voice he added, "You can call me a

selfish old man if you like, but my son's mental health

means a lot to me."

"It means a lot to the world. Global political
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stability could be severely threatened if something happened

to him."

"You believe in this New World Spirit of his, then?"

"No, but I believe in his ability to solve problems

with little more than the proverbial wave of the hand. His

handling of Bearden is a good example. And, though he took

an awful chance on Easter Eve, he did get the Arabs and

Israelis talking again."

The old man decided he'd one day have to upbraid

Lopsecu for letting his guard down, and on an open line to

boot. On the other hand, Lopescu had broached the subject a

lot sooner, and after a hell of a lot less small talk, than

the old man had expected.

Proceeding cautiously, he remarked in an off-hand tone,

"Yeah, that was quite a coup. You know, I never really got

all the details, though. You mind giving me your version?"

A silence. "I don't know, Major."

"Oh come on, Lopescu! It's not as if he's keeping

anything from me deliberately. You know how David is about

anything that has to do with war. Come on--what's the harm?"
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MAYDAY PLUS FIVE

"Hi, Dick, what's the latest?"

"Hi, hon. Looks like we launch tomorrow, for better or

for worse."

"'In sickness and health, for richer or for poorer--"'

"Okay, okay, I get the message."

"I don't think you do, Dick," she said, her playfulness

abruptly gone. "Is there no way I can talk you out of

going?"

"'Fraid not. This is something I have to do."

"But suppose the Russians just 'have' to blow up the

vehicle on the launch pad tomorrow? Or suppose they launch

a missile and try to blast you out of the sky? Geezus,

Dick, do you have a death wish?"

"If I do, it's nothing compared to your paranoia.

We've got technicians who've known each other for years

crawling all over the vehicle, so there's no way it could be

sabotaged. And everybody knows the Russians don't have any

missiles left to launch. Now, I'm busy. If all you're

going to do is bleat and moan, don't bother to call."

"Sorry, I'd've thought you'd want to know I was all

right!" And she broke the connection.

Well, Bradford thought ruefully, if she were mad at

him, maybe she wouldn't worry so much.

472
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2

Elsewhere, Ben Curtis, much as Wilkes had done the day

before, slid photographs, together with clippings,

printouts, and memos with CIA insignia prominently

displayed, back into an envelope. This material, however,

had nothing to do with him personally. Rather, it had to do

with Jones, or at least the man who called himself Jones;

for, if this data were genuine, Jones was actually a Soviet

deep-cover operative, a so-called "mole," with the unlikely

codename Chapter Two.

At first blush it seemed genuine: grainy photographs

of Jones meeting thuggish figures in dimly lit corners;

transcripts of recorded conversations; computer tracks of

Jones's movements. There was even a plaintive note from

Lopescu, asking him to scrub the mission.

The note, Curtis decided, was the proverbial fly in the

ointment: wouldn't the "real" Lopescu have ordered him to

scrub the mission?

Also, the President had fired Lopescu, and had shut

down the CIA, because of its history of taking things into

its own hands. No doubt the "real" CIA would dispense with

the courtesy of a note, and simply try to blow up the

vehicle on the pad. Failing that, the Army could always

launch an ICBM; despite the Treaty, some had been kept "in

reserve." Everyone knew about them.
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And maybe, Curtis realized, a part of him refused to

believe Jones had played everyone in the program for fools

all these years. According to Dick, Vicki was suspicious,

but then it was a reporter's job to be skeptical of

everything.

No, what was more likely was that the Soviets had sent

the envelope in a last-ditch attempt to stop the mission.

The Soviets certainly wouldn't dare launch one of their

reserve ICBMs, and they wouldn't try to blow up the vehicle

on the pad: security was much too tight. It was, he had to

admit, a clever ploy: the note had contained a special

telephone number, code words, all the requisite spy

nonsense, in case Curtis "wanted assurances" from Lopescu

"personally." No doubt if he tried the number, though, he'd

get a Soviet agent using one of those voice-modulating

machines. Hell, he'd bought one of those things for Ben Jr.

two Christmases ago.

But the real reason the mission had to go on, whether

opposed by Soviets, the CIA, or Martians, was Dick. Dick

had come alive again. Curtis had expected a little letdown

when Vicki'd gone back to Washington, but if anything Brad-

ford had thrown himself even harder into the mission. When

asked why, he'd simply say, "It's something I've got to do."

What Dick had to do, Curtis decided, was redeem

himself, to atone for a failure which really wasn't a
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failure but which, to a proud man like Dick, would always

seem to be. Or maybe he'd realized that the reasons he'd

resented the program, and the New World Spirit, and all the

rest of it were merely excuses to turn away, to disassociate

himself from the human race he'd never understood and which,

he thought, had never understood him. Maybe he'd realized

that it was time to give something back. And while Curtis

would be the first to admit that the space program wasn't

the best way to do that, you had to take your chances when

they came; and maybe what Bradford had learned and would

learn here would help him when he finally found his own best

way to give.

...An old book of matches lay in his desk, left over

from the days he'd smoked a pipe--against Cape rules, of

course. The matches were old and soft but maybe some were

still usable. The third match he tried lit, and he thrust a

corner of the envelope towards its flame, watched it ignite,

then dropped it into the metal wastebasket. In less than two

minutes a Soviet plan which had doubtless taken days to put

into action was gone.

He just hoped the same thing didn't happen to the

spacecraft. Or to Dick.

3

"You win, Lopescu. I surrender," Humdingher announced.

He waddled into the office and sat heavily, then suddenly
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grinned. "But if you expected me to be broken and contrite,

I'm afraid I'll have to disappoint you."

"You disappoint me in any case," Lopescu responded;

Humdingher thought he detected a slight wariness. "And you

give me too much credit. I had nothing to do with your

firing."

"Hell's bells, you had everything to do with it,,"

Humdingher proclaimed. "For one thing, you never wanted to

head the space program, yet you managed to convince me--boy,

did you convince me--that you did. You knew that sooner or

later the Boss would get tired of my bringing the subject

up, and that he'd either fire me then or I'd put my foot in

my mouth and he'd fire me for that." His teeth snapped shut

on a fingernail, and he spat it out. "Congratulations. You

do good work."

Surprisingly, or perhaps not, Lopescu didn't rise to

the bait. "Thank you," he muttered. "Now, if you don't mind,

I'm very busy."

Humdingher didn't budge. "Oh, right, the Moon shot

tomorrow. Everything still 'go?'"

"So far."

"You wouldn't tell me if it wasn't, would you?"

"What do you think?"

"Is there anything you would tell me, such as why you

decided to do all this to me?"
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Lopescu's face held no expression, nor did his tone.

"You did this to yourself, Mr. Humdingher."

Humdingher stood, slapped his belly. "Yeah, I suppose

I did, the day I made friends with you. It was like getting

bitten by a snake. Slow poison."

Lopescu didn't seem to be listening, so he turned and

made his way to the door. He took a look around the tiny

office, then quipped, "Guess you'll be getting a new office

as a reward, eh? I'd certainly ask for one if I were you."

"You're not," Lopescu snapped without looking up.

"For which the world can be grateful, I know. Well,

best of luck." He lingered in the doorway for a moment,

then mastered a sudden reluctance and moved into the

corridor.

He stopped almost immediately; Reinhart had turned a

corner and was coming towards him slowly, reading a file.

Humdingher said, "Ahem, " and stayed where he was.

Reinhart looked up and immediately frowned. "What are

you doing here?"

"Paying my final respects. What are you in such a pissy

mood for? Your side won."

"So? I don't like having to fight battles in the first

place. But you--"

"What, another sermon?" Humdingher snickered. "Hell,

Ed, if you were half the idealist you think you are you
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wouldn't be anywhere near the White House."

"Why?" Reinhart bleated. "Because it's so corrupt? We

have people like you to thank for that!"

"And ten years from now, when we're begging the

Russians for handouts, we'll have people like you to thank

for that. Frankly, I hope I don't live that long."

Reinhart had drawn up to him; on impulse, Humdingher

grabbed his face and kissed him on the lips. "Bye, Eddie,,"

he breathed. "Kiss Carol and the kiddies for me." As

Reinhart struggled free, Humdingher dodged out of his reach,

then swatted him hard on the back and ran down the corridor

laughing.

* * *

"What happened out there?" Lopescu asked as Reinhart

sat before him.

"Bastard kissed me," Reinhart said under his breath,

wiping his mouth with his arm for the tenth time at least.

Lopescu was smiling. "Better get to the bathroom and

wash. He could be diseased."

"Don't make fun of me, Lopescu," Reinhart shouted. "And

anyway I refuse to give him the satisfaction."

It had been a long night, Reinhart reflected. Instead

of the elation he knew he should have felt at Humdingher's

firing, he'd felt instead a cold, bitter emptiness, as if

somehow he'd made a serious mistake. Or maybe, Carol had
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suggested in partial exasperation, what he felt was guilt

for all the hate he had directed Humdingher's way. But it

hadn't been hate, he'd retorted indignantly. She knew

perfectly well that hate debilitated him. Instead, he'd been

energized! It had been as if God Himself had drafted him for

this task, the way He'd drafted and empowered the Old

Testament prophets. No, this had been a moral crusade of

the highest priority.

Why, then, did he feel this deadness, this sense of

dread, as if things were about to get worse?

Well, he'd have to worry about it later; there was too

much going on right now. "Any word from Curtis?" he asked.

"Everything's on schedule," Lopescu said absently.

"I meant about the packet!"

Lopescu looked up; his eyes were very hard. "I believe

I said everything's on schedule."

"My God. Now what?" Reinhart whispered.

"I told you I didn't think the packet would work.

Curtis is just stupid enough to second-guess something like

that."

"Well then," Reinhart said, slowly rising to his feet,

"we've got to get the President to order him to scrub the

mission!"

"That won't work, either. Curtis would do it, all

right, but would the President? He's making progress in
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Paris, and another Moon shot right now would be a boost to

his prestige."

"But if we explained that Jones was--"

"A Russian agent? Remember, Mr. Reinhart, he's

negotiating with the Russians for a lasting Middle East

peace. He's going to want ten times more proof than I sent

Curtis, and a lot of that was manufactured. What am I

supposed to tell him--that one of my agents, operating

illegally inside the US, remember, thought she'd finally

smoked out a Soviet mole she's been looking for for six

years? Do you think the President, in his current state of

mind, is going to buy that?"

"Well, dammit, we've got to do something!" Reinhart

cried. He leaned over the desk. "Sounds to me like you're

afraid even to try. You're probably afraid the Boss'll

think you've let things get out of control here and that

he'll boot you out the door."

Lopescu sat back and smiled the thin smile Reinhart had

come to loathe. "If he did, could you take over?"

Reinhart felt like he'd been slapped. He hung his head

a moment, then pushed himself away. "You know I couldn't."

"I'll take that as a vote of confidence," Lopescu

snapped immediately. "Now if we can't stop the launch, we've

got to find a way to neutralize Jones."

"What did you have in mind," Reinhart sneered,
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"sneaking Bradford a gun?"

"No, arranging events so Jones doesn't have to do what

he's been ordered to do up there."

"But you're not sure what that is!"

"I think we've got to assume the worst."

"That he's going to activate the installation?"

Reinhart cried. "Why do that? The thing's never been

tested. Those pods or whatever they are could just as easily

detonate over the Soviet Union as over the United States!"

Lopescu's patience was visibly wearing thin.

"Precisely. But it doesn't matter where they explode, or who

they kill. What does matter is who can be held up to blame.

And, since the Russians have no space program to speak of,

the world will have to blame us."

"Which means," Reinhart said quietly after an age, "the

end of the New World Spirit, as well as any influence we

could have in world affairs."

"Actually, it probably would mean the end of our nation

itself. Now if you're not going to help me think, Mr.

Reinhart, at least stop talking. We haven't much time."

Reinhart didn't believe Lopescu's dire prediction for a

second, and opened his mouth to reply; but then, remembering

Lopescu's admonition--which had sounded more like a warning

--he simply returned to his chair and, silently, impotently,

sat.
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4

Bradford lay in a dormitory bed. Curtis had ordered

him and Jones to bed right after dinner, since they were to

enter the capsule just after midnight. But, though he was

approaching exhaustion, Bradford found he could not sleep.

Going to the Moon was "something he had to do," he'd

told Vicki this morning. Funny how he'd put it just that

way, instead of dragging out the usual arguments about the

threat the installation posed to the world, or that Jones

needed him and he couldn't fail him a second time, or even

that the trip gave him an opportunity to make a contribution

towards the welfare of his fellow men after years of their

contributions towards his. Though these arguments were all

legitimate, they seemed only to approach--or perhaps they

shied away from--the real reason he had to go, the real

reason he'd shot back to Washington when Jones had called,

the real reason he'd worked twenty hours a day since he'd

been here, the real reason he was looking forward to this

mission as if it were the first he'd ever flown.

That reason, he was now certain, or was now finally

able to admit to himself, was that life apart from the space

program was the most unsatisfying life he'd endured, and

that, regardless of what else he eventually found to occupy

his time he'd always know, somewhere in the back of his

mind, that it was all a sham.
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Sure, the program was a sham, too, but it was so big,

had so much vigor and momentum, that the phoniness was

fairly easy to forget. Or, at least, it was now, after he'd

tasted smallness and lack of forward movement, after he'd

tasted, as it were, his own brand of phoniness. Vicki had

seen through it right away; though she'd never admit it if

he put her on the rack she'd always tried, in various subtle

ways, to get him back into the program again. No, he needed

size and movement as much as any man, and probably more than

most. So what if the space program were ultimately

dehumanizing? So what if it were ultimately just another toy

in the hands of powerful men? To deny his own needs, and to

deny, at least for now, that the space program met those

needs better than anything else, was to dehumanize himself.

As Jones might have put it, he needed a train to catch, a

train on the way to somewhere, if only perhaps in order to

see someplace else he liked along the way.

But if he never found that someplace, that would be

okay, too.

5

Shortly after one o'clock, a phone call was placed from

near Dulles Airport to the proprietor of a German restaurant

in Milwaukee. The following conversation occurred:

"Heinrich? This is Donald."

"I'm listening."
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"I've got a package for you."

"Where."

"DC.i"

"When."

"As soon as. Sunrise today if at all possible."

"Short notice."

"I know. Sorry."

"How much."

"This isn't family. You won't get what you've come to

expect."

Silence. Then: "For you, Donald, I'll do it for

nothing."

"Great. Take the next flight to Dulles. Go to the

Hertz counter. There'll be a car reserved for you.

Instructions and ordinance in the trunk." A pause. "And

Heinrich? Thanks."

But the other party had hung up.
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THE MAY MOON MISSION

Following a short hold to allow the weather to clear,

liftoff proceeded nominally. Bradford could tell that

Curtis's testiness and overcautiousness were a front, and

that he was as pleased and excited by this launch as he was

by any other. Jones's dark mood was another matter; but

Bradford knew Jones couldn't be too eager to return to the

installation. After all, he'd watched Murphy die there, and

who could say what other nightmares about the place Jones

had kept to himself.

It would take three orbits to build up speed, then

momentum would sling the spacecraft out towards the Moon.

Too bad. It was going to be a beautiful morning almost

everywhere on Earth; there was a lot to be said for being up

here, seeing everything spread out before you like a

banquet. Bradford wondered if Vicki had watched the launch

on TV, wondered whether she was still angry with him for

going. He also, fleetingly, wondered what Gabriella might be

thinking. Jones hadn't mentioned her since she'd left the

Cape. Nor, for that matter, had he mentioned Billy, which,

now that he thought about it, struck Bradford as odd.

A red light winked on before him. By reflex he pushed

the switch below it, and Curtis's voice filled the cabin.

"--Magellen Twelve, this is Houston."

485
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"Bradford here. Go ahead, Houston."

"Everything okay, Dick? Looks great from down here."

Curtis sounded cheerier. "Great up here, too,,"

Bradford said. "What can we do for you?"

The cheer vanished. "Got some news I think you should

hear. Someone tried to assassinate Doug Bearden last

night."

Jones, who'd been dozing, awoke with a start. Bradford

exhaled loudly and said, "Yeah, I guess in Bearden's case it

would be an assassination, wouldn't it?"

"So it would seem. Rumor has it the assassin's a

celebrated international hit man. "

"So how come he missed?" He hoped he'd sounded

disinterested--he had no idea why Curtis had decided to tell

them this.

"He didn't miss. He was caught in the act. Cops were

investigating a report of a burglar down the street and

walked in on him." He paused, then asked, a bit timidly,

"Hey, Jonesy, you don't think this was another KGB attempt

to...talk us out of launching, do you?"

To Bradford's surprise, Jones laughed. "Don't be

ridiculous!" Then he seemed to catch himself. "Besides, KGB

would've hit someone closer to the program, not farther

away. Nah, this is probably just some sort of infighting in

the Joint Chiefs. It's probably related to Wilkes's
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suicide. "

"Which, in that case, may not have been a suicide,"

Curtis suggested.

Enough, Bradford thought. "Hey, what are we--cheap

detectives? Come on, Ben, you're ruining the occasion."

"What occasion was that?" Jones asked.

Bradford was determined to remain upbeat despite

Jones's acid tone and baleful stare. "Well, for one thing,

we put a lunar mission together from scratch and launched it

in only five days. Most people would consider that a

miracle."

"Most people don't know why it was done, either," Jones

pointed out. He turned away and was still.

"Well, gotta go," Curtis said after an awkward silence.

"Ben, wait. Vicki didn't call, did she?"

"No. "

Damn. She was still angry. "Well, I'm sure you'll let

me know if she does."

"You bet. Houston out."

"Magellen Twelve out."

He turned to Jones, saw him staring intently to the

front. Jones turned, caught his eye a moment, then turned

away again, folded his arms and appeared to go to sleep.

2

Three hours into the mission.
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In Paris, things were going so well the President was

afraid to sigh, sneeze, or even shift in his seat. He felt

as if anything at all would upset the--what? was it

spiritual harmony?--that pervaded the conference room.

That the harmony had descended, or emerged, or did

whatever harmony did almost immediately after he'd announced

Humdingher's "resignation" came as no surprise to him. In

fact, he hardly even remembered Humdingher--he might have

been a figure from some bad dream--and he wondered now if

he'd ever actually needed Humdingher, and whether Humdingher

had in fact worked as hard as he'd always thought he had, or

even if he'd done any real good. The answer was almost

certainly no; and the President realized he should have

listened to his father and fired him long ago.

To his left, Bolkoniev was rather long-windedly

declaring that the Soviet Union had no objection to an

Israeli counter-proposal regarding the West Bank. To his

right sat Humdingher's successor, Jack Winslow. The

President knew almost nothing about him, other than he'd

been another of Pup Arnold's courtiers; despite this

handicap Winslow had acquitted himself quite well so far.

Now, as a phone purred in front of him, Winslow smoothly

answered it, listened for a moment, then put his hand over

the mouthpiece, leaned over, and whispered, "It's Mr.

Reinhart, sir."
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The President groaned inwardly. Reinhart was obeying

instructions, to be sure, but the President felt that to

answer, to permit any mention or even any thought of the

farcical events back home, would certainly provide the

disruption in the harmony he so feared. On the other hand,

not to answer would be to acknowledge the possibility of

such a disruption. Not to answer would be a breach of

faith, a tacit admission that what had happened and was

happening in this room was purest accident.

He rather roughly snatched the phone from Winslow's

hand and barked, "Well?"

"More on the assassin's identity, Boss."

The President rolled his eyes. "All right, what?"

"His name's Bernhard Bolle, and he's definitely a big

time hit man." He coughed, then continued in an unsteady

voice, "He's been involved in several CIA operations."

"How the hell do the police know that?"

Reinhart's voice was close to breaking. "They don't.

I'm, uh, sitting at Lopescu's desk, reading Bolle's file."

The President, in a cold sweat, felt as if every eye in

the room were on him. "Where is Lopescu?" he quavered into

the phone.

"Hasn't been seen all day." A long pause; when

Reinhart spoke again he sounded close to tears. "Boss, I'm

sorry. You told me to keep an eye on him."
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"It's not your fault," he rasped. "You'd better see if

you can find him. Use every means at our disposal." He

found that talking, the sound of his voice, was something

tangible, something to hold on to while the rest of the

world seemed to fade a little.

"I've managed to keep it quiet so far," Reinhart

reported, his voice a little stronger now. "But it's all so

clumsy. Like this file out on his desk--it's almost as if he

wanted someone to find out he was responsible."

"Just find him. I'll be there as soon as I can." He

returned the phone to Winslow, who offered him a concerned

look. The President in turn offered him what he hoped was a

reassuring smile.

Bolkoniev had switched to Yiddish but showed no sign of

slowing down. This was fortunate because it gave the

President a chance to think of something to tell the

delegates--another "cover story" like his father's stroke

had been. That story had been distasteful but necessary,

and the apology afterwards had brought him a new surge of

international support. The thought of a new cover story

was, again, distasteful, but it was even more necessary in

this situation--it was too ridiculous, too slapstick, too

utterly unlike anything these men were accustomed to from

him. He was, after all, a man in complete control, a man

with glorious dreams, with such a high regard for his fellow
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man that he felt they were worthy only of the best he could

give.

The best he could give....

No, dammit, a cover story was a lie, and he was through

with lying! He couldn't insult these men, he couldn't

pretend they wouldn't understand. Two of them were kings.

Two more were dictators. All were familiar with the need to

defend the dignity of their offices. Hah! To lie to protect

the dignity of his office! To lie in order to be able to

continue his war against the liars and dictators and kings

of this world! To lie in order to fight a war he never

should have had to fight!

It was too ridiculous.

As if on cue, Bolkoniev stopped speaking. He sat and

turned to the President; so did every other face in the

room.

"Gentlemen, fellow delegates," he said in a voice

strong from reserves he hadn't known he possessed, "I'm

afraid I must leave you--again. A--problem, a serious

problem, has...been reported aboard the spacecraft enroute

to the Moon. This mission is...of profound importance to me

personally, as I'm sure all of you are aware. I...find it

necessary to return to Washington until the crisis is

resolved. In my absence I urge you to carry on in the

spirit we've established here today, and in days past..."
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He constructed one of his famous besieged smiles and raised

a fist. "Sorry, uh, gentlemen, this is something of a shock.

We're almost there. We mustn't drop the ball now."

He sat heavily and, as applause began rippling around

the room, began packing his papers into his valise. Winslow

was shouting into the phone, commandeering a supersonic

flight.

He felt the harmony more strongly than ever.

3

Five hours into the mission.

Humdingher watched the girl crawl back into her

underwear and clothes and, on bare feet, slip out of the

room. She obviously thought he was still asleep, and would

probably steal anything that wasn't nailed down. But that

was all right. He knew where to find her again if she did.

That was the only thing he'd want her for, anyway--she'd

been lousy. Five hundred bucks sure didn't get you much any

more.

But the one before her had been terrific, and he

thought he knew where he could find her again, too. So far,

in fact, retirement hadn't been bad at all. After leaving

the White House yesterday he'd gotten roaring drunk with

some of the media crowd. He hadn't been so soused in nearly

ten years; he wouldn't be surprised if, as much money as

he'd blown, he now owned the little bar across from the LOC
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where they'd ended up last night--

Now he remembered why the first girl had been so good.

She was a reporter. Name? Couldn't remember. Network?

NBC? He didn't think so; NBC hadn't had anyone as good-

looking in twenty years. Maybe a syndicate. Yeah, one of

those cold computer bitches who takes it up the ass while

composing on a lap-top. Yeah.

But there was something missing.

He was able to identify it when he clicked on the TV:

the tension was missing. As a cabinet member he'd always

felt as if he were bobbing on the surface of a gigantic

bubble. The bubble, of course, was the world; one misstep

and it would cease to exist. But, as long as you could stay

on, what a ride!

Yes, he missed it--much more than he'd thought he

would. He missed it like a jailed junkie missed his stash.

He could drown in booze, suffocate between some girl's legs,

but ultimately none of these things would be satisfactory.

He had to get back in.

He switched to the all-news channel, was stunned

momentarily to see his first bedmate from last night reading

something briskly off a hidden teleprompter. He upped the

volume, and her liquid voice filled the room:

...Source close to the President reported he was, and

I quote, 'infuriated' by this suggestion, and that he



494

refused any further comment on it. But, with three hours

plus to go before the President touches down here, the

number of rumors, suggestions, whatever one wants to call

them, is sure to grow. Grace Tasker, Andrews Air Force

Base, Maryland."

A huge, cadaverous anchor returned, looked back at the

bank of monitors behind him, and asked, "Tom? Anything

further from the White House?"

The scene changed, and a balding, portly man in a black

coat appeared in front of the North Portico. "Not a thing,

Bill," he said, looking very unhappy. "Chief Advisor

Reinhart's running a very tight ship here. No one on the

entire staff's said a word out of order since the

President's announcement ninety minutes ago."

"Any...speculation at this point?" the anchor asked,

out of shot.

"None. I can repeat some rumors, but that won't get us

any closer to what's really going on."

"And there must be something 'really going on, "' the

anchor said ominously, "because such secrecy has been

virtually unknown in this administration." The scene

reverted to the absurd news set, and the anchor assured

everyone that Tom Tupper at the White House would remain in

close touch. He cut away to a commercial, and Humdingher

picked up the phone.



495

It rang twice before a beefy voice answered. "Charley?

Art Humdingher. Say, I just woke up. You mind telling me

what the hell's going on?"

4

Six hours into the mission.

"Magellen, this is Cape Command. Request status of

circuit-tracing fault in primary power coupling. Do you

copy."

"We copy, Cape Command," Bradford said. "No luck yet,

but the fault hasn't reappeared, either."

"We copy, Magellen." A pause. "Houston still wishes

you'd change your mind about aborting."

"Thank Houston for their optimism, and tell them it's

about time something happened to make these flights more

interesting."

Laughter in the background. "Roger, Magellen, we'll

pass it on. Cape Command out."

"Magellen out."

As soon as Bradford relaxed Jones said sourly, "Well,

Jack Armstrong, you think you sounded plucky enough?"

"Come on, Jonesy, don't start," Bradford sighed.

Jones's constant harping since the "fault" had "occurred"

was wearing him down. "The White House must've had a good

reason to ask us to do this. Even if they didn't, orders

are orders."
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"And coverups are coverups!"

"So why do you mind this one?" Bradford demanded.

"Coverups should be second-nature to you."

"They are, and I'm sick of them," Jones muttered,

turning away. "And this 'orders are orders' bullshit.

Geezus, Brad, I'm worried about you."

"Are you sick of doing what's necessary, too, then?"

"Since when have you accepted someone else's notion of

what's necessary? What's with this head-bowed hand-raised

lead- me-to-deliverance routine all of a sudden?" He leaned

over, hissed, "or is this the real Dick Bradford we're

seeing here today? Is the one we're used to seeing just

another coverup?"

Bradford started to protest, then reconsidered.

Evidently Jones was carrying a bigger emotional burden than

anyone realized. Bradford manufactured a smile and offered,

"Jonesy, I don't know what's wrong, but I'd like to help if

I--"

"Forget it!" Jones snarled, and snapped his head away

as if Bradford had threatened him. "It's bullshit! It's

all bullshit! Let's just get this goddam farce over with,

all right?"

"Sure," Bradford stammered, and turned away. After a

while he decided Jones must be angry about his failed

marriage. After all, coverups were almost certainly second-
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nature to Gabriella, too.

5

Seven hours into the mission.

Seventeen people attended Kearnes's funeral. Powell was

the only representative of the space program. The press

tried to arrange everyone in such a way that there would

appear to have been many more attendees, but was unable to

do so. Most of the reporters present resented the

assignment, knowing it probably wouldn't merit thirty

seconds on the evening news.

6

Eight hours into the mission.

In a safehouse near Dulles, Robert Lopescu sat and

waited. He was calm, yet expectant, like an old convict

awaiting an inevitably harsh sentence. Three of his agents,

a man and two women, waited sadly with him.

The phone buzzed and the man stood and answered it.

Five seconds later he said, "Thanks," hung up and, turning

to Lopescu, reported, "He's back. Just landed at Andrews."

"Well then," Lopescu said brightly, "time for me to

face the music, as they say." He stood.

After a moment one of the women also stood and walked

to a closet. She opened the closet door, took out a coat,

approached Lopescu and handed it almost reverently to him,

then, on impulse, hugged him. "Thanks for doing it this

i
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way," she whispered.

He held her at arms' length and smiled paternally.

"Careful, Rachel, you're thanking me for commissioning the

murder of an innocent man."

She backed away. "But compared to the murder of

millions--"

"It's still a crime." He turned away, leaned on the

back of the sofa. "Just because something costs less than

something else doesn't mean it's any better. Right and

wrong aren't a matter of cost. They never have been. But

for a long time Americans have thought they were. That's

why we're in the mess we're in. We've become a nation of

accountants."

He straightened, went to the closet, extracted his

umbrella and bowler hat. "I can't thank you enough for the

job you've all done," he said in a flat, officious tone.

"You could've.. .disap-peared like everyone else did when the

Company was shut down, but you didn't." He smiled grimly.

"The only reward I can offer is to advise you to leave the

country as soon as possible."

"We've discussed it," Rachel muttered, looking at her

feet.

"Well, do it. It's my last order." He moved smartly to

the door, opened it, stepped outside, and closed the door

quietly behind him.
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7

Nine hours into the mission.

"Where the hell's Dad?" the President shouted as he

burst into the study. Reinhart raced to the phone; the other

members of the entourage, particularly the Secret Service

contingent, scurried around like ants after an attack on

their hill.

Angie thundered into the room; she didn't look pleased

by the commotion. "The Major's gone to a ballgame in

Baltimore," she announced, "then he's goin' to dinner with

Miss Sharon. He won't be back till late."

"Get him back here," the President commanded as he sank

into the recliner. "I need him."

Angie didn't budge. "Now Mistah David, the Major's been

lookin' forward to this for a long time. It's not too often

he gets to see Miss Sharon any more, and--"

"I said get him back here!" the President bellowed,

gripping the chair arms tightly. Reinhart, on the phone,

looked around in mild surprise, then returned to his call.

"Yes suh, Mistah President! Yo' wish is my command,

Mistah President!" And she thundered out again.

Moments later, Reinhart slammed down the phone. He

pulled the chair out from under the desk, sat, and rubbed

his eyes. "The ambassador still isn't available," he

reported. He looked timidly at the President, then at the
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floor. "I don't believe it," he added in a shaking voice.

"Don't believe what?" the President asked without

sympathy.

"That the Soviets could still be spying on us."

The President raised his hands, let them drop. "They

probably found out I'd brought Lopescu back, and decided to

reactivate their networks--or whatever the catchphrase is--

just in case."

"But would they do that?"

"Sure! If Krimilov fired the head of the KGB, then

brought him back under cloudy circumstances, I'd be a little

apprehensive myself." He grinned. "But only a little."

The Secret Service personnel had deployed, leaving half

a dozen secretaries and gofers milling around. The

President stood, waved vaguely in their direction. "The rest

of you might as well get back to the White House. What I

have to do now...well, only Ed and my father can really help

me." He managed a grim smile. "Thanks, though, and don't get

too far away."

They all nodded and made a hasty exit via the patio;

the President slid the door shut behind them and leaned

against it. Suddenly he whirled and slammed a fist against

the glass. "Goddammit, where's Lopescu? You wouldn't think

he'd be this hard to find."

"Maybe," Reinhart quavered, "he's at the Soviet embassy
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right now. Maybe that's how they found out about the CIA

connection: he told them."

"No way," the President groaned absently. Outside, the

Secret Service people walked up and down the perimeter of

the yard. For an insane moment the President got the

impression they were as much keeping him in as they were

keeping others out. He shook his head, turned around, and

smiled at Reinhart. "Don't be ridiculous," he said, he hoped

reassuringly. "Lopescu hates the Russians."

"So he's said. He could've been lying."

The President turned back to the window. "I doubt it.

His hatred for the Russians is the reason I fired him. And,

if anything, Lopescu loves this country too much. He's no

traitor."

"Maybe not to the country, no. It's been my experience

that hatred doesn't much care who it strikes out at."

As the President turned to reply Angie reappeared. "I

left a message at the ballpark for the Major," she reported

curtly. "And the Secret Service brung you a visitor." She

stood aside, and Lopescu was escorted into the room.

Reinhart was immediately on his feet, shaking his fist

at Lopescu. "You slimy little worm!" he screeched. "I ought

to--"

An agent interposed himself in the path of Reinhart's

charge. "How dare you!" Reinhart shouted, and shoved him
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aside. The agent recovered and grabbed Reinhart's

shoulders; Reinhart spun around, fist raised to pummel him.

"Ed, Ed, calm down," the President said, striding

forward. He grabbed Reinhart's arm and held on. "Calm down,"

he repeated when Reinhart resisted. "He's just doing his

job."

Reinhart went limp. "Yeah, sure," he breathed.

"That's probably what Lopescu'll say."

By this time Lopescu was out of harm's way. They

watched him remove his hat and coat, hand them to an

annoyingly respectful Secret Service man, then sit in the

recliner. Reinhart tore his arm free and stalked after him.

"By God, Lopescu, you presume an awful lot!" he roared.

Again, an agent confronted him; this time Reinhart backed

off.

"Settle down, Mr. Reinhart, everything's fine," Lopescu

purred. "The world is safe."

"Just what do you mean by that?" the President asked.

He approached and laid a comforting hand on Reinhart's

shoulder.

It was Lopescu's turn to be annoyed. "You mean you

haven't told him?" he asked Reinhart.

"Told him what?" Reinhart snapped.

"That Jones was a Soviet agent."

"You said he'd never believe it!" Reinhart yelped, and
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cast a pale glance back at the President, who, by

coincidence, chose that moment to remove his arm.

"You were right, Lopescu, I don't believe it," the

President groaned. He returned to the sliding door and

leaned against it. "All right," he sighed presently, "let's

hear it."

"Jones is what we call a mole, a deep-penetration agent

responsible only to the highest echelons of KGB control--"

"Spare me the technical crap. How'd you tumble to him?"

"One of our agents had been suspicious of Jones for

some time. She finally cornered his wife--"

"That model--Gabriella Fiore, right?"

"Right, and she was able to confirm some things. This

agent came to me, we did a little more research, and were

able to put the pieces together."

"Now wait a minute," Reinhart said slowly, "you told me

your agent had a hunch, and that most of your evidence was

manufactured."

"So I did," Lopescu answered amiably without

acknowledging Reinhart. "What we did, Mr. President, was to

send Curtis a packet of information on Jones. Mr. Reinhart

here thought we could convince Curtis to scrub the mission

that way."

"Answer the question, Lopescu, " Reinhart said

unsteadily. "You said--"
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"The evidence was manufactured. Jones isn't the only

mole in the space program. Curtis's assistant, Tony Powell,

is another."

"Good God, Lopescu, how many of these moles are there?"

the President cried.

"We believe Jones and Powell are the only two left. A

third, Del Harris, retired from the program some years ago."

"How long have you known about them?"

"For some time. The evidence of their existence began

surfacing right after the discovery of Selenite One. It was

a massive operation--infiltration at all levels:

administrative, logistical, operational. When Challenger

exploded--"

"Are you saying the Soviets are responsible for that?"

the President snarled, and tensed like a lion about to

spring.

Lopescu was unaffected. "If you'd let me finish. When

Challenger exploded, the Soviets decided they'd better erase

all evidence of their presence in the program, lest we, in

our grief,, start pointing the finger at them." He paused,

smiled thinly. "In answer to your question, sir, no, they

were not responsible. They'd never do anything that stupid--

or that obvious. But, as you perhaps by now have learned, no

intelligence operation, especially one so ambitious, is ever

really shut down."
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"Enough digression, Lopescu," Reinhart commanded. "You

sent fabricated information to Curtis?"

"Yes. I couldn't risk his finding out that we'd blown

Jones, so I sent Curtis some things that were so ridiculous

only an idiot would have believed they were the real thing."

"You lying bastard!" Reinhart cried. "Why was the risk

so great? What could Powell have done?"

"If you'd think a minute, you'd see it plainly,,"

Lopescu sighed.

Reinhart struggled with it for a while. "He'd've told

Jones," he said, "and Jones would've--" He hardened. "What

would Jones have done? He could've turned himself in, or

killed himself to avoid interrogation, or--"

Lopescu gave Reinhart a look that, at best, expressed

disdain. "Mr. Reinhart, you know nothing about agents.

They're just ordinary people, and they love life and freedom

as much as any ordinary person. The moment Jones realized we

were on to him he'd have done one thing and one thing only:

buy his life, and his freedom, by threatening to activate

the lunar installation."

"But you said he was going to do that anyway!"

"I said we had to believe that, and take measures to

prevent it. But he had a choice not to activate it, if not

as a Soviet agent, then as a human being. He's not a

fanatic. If you take away a person's avenue of escape,
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though, he'll become a fanatic very quickly."

"Why would Jones activate the installation at all?" the

President asked.

"To discredit you, Mr. President." Lopescu's voice held

a sadness the President had never heard before. "The Soviets

are scared to death of you."

"But--why?" the President cried helplessly, like an

innocent man accused of a crime. "I've given them the

future!"

"You've given them a future, sir, a future dominated by

American economic and cultural penetration, and by an

American vision of world peace."

"That's ridiculous! I never meant--"

"What you meant is not what they see, Mr. President.

They see a man who's attracted the attention of nearly every

human being on Earth, a man with dreams and the techno-

logical wherewithal to carry them out, working miracles

right and left. Suddenly the Soviet Union, the largest and

quite possibly the richest nation in the world, is the last

thing on everybody's mind." He lowered his voice. "Honestly,

sir--if the situation were reversed, how would you feel?"

"How would I feel?" The President opened his arms, felt

like jumping up and down. "I'd rejoice!" he bellowed.

"Yes," Lopescu said solemnly, "I believe you would. And

I believe President Krimilov has rejoiced as well. But, as
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many have pointed out, Krimilov is not all that firmly in

control. And there is nothing that will unite splintered

opposition like the belief that those in power are selling

out."

"Then--it isn't Krimilov at all--"

"No, sir, I don't believe it is. More likely it's men

like Bolkoniev, your negotiating partner these past few

days. His sudden cooperation was probably nothing more than

an elaborate smokescreen. "

The President paled. "Smokescreen" was exactly the term

Humdingher had used. He'd been right, then, to be suspicious

of Bolkoniev. But Humdingher'd been suspicious of

everybody, and... He moved towards the desk, sank into the

chair. "I didn't know," he quavered. "I didn't know."

Lopescu stood; the Secret Service agents tensed as if

to stop him, then seemed to think better of it. Lopescu

walked over, placed a hand on the President's shoulder.

"There's nothing you could have done had you known," he said

softly. "How would it have looked if you'd refused to make a

deal with the Soviets?"

The President raised his head, smiled grimly. "A lot

better than if I'd ordered the installation activated.1"

"Exactly. You could've recovered. But Bolkoniev and

friends wanted to make sure you never recovered. So they

ordered Jones, whom everyone knows to be a US astronaut, to
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activate a lethal lunar installation only the US could have

built."

"Thereby making me the greatest mass murderer in

history."

"Right. But now we needn't worry about that--there's no

longer any need for Jones to activate the installation, if

such were his instructions. The Soviets have released a

statement condemning the attempted assassination of the man

you forgave only days ago, an attempt only you could have

authorized, since it was plainly carried out by the ex-CIA

director you secretly brought back to Washington. You thus

stand revealed to the world as a fraud and, most important,

as the menace the Soviets always thought you were."

The President looked up, gripped Lopescu's arm, and

squeezed. Reinhart bolted over and spun Lopescu around. "So

what are we supposed to do now?" he demanded.

Lopescu brushed himself off where Reinhart had touched

him. "I wouldn't know," he answered primly. "You're the

politicians. I'm only a spy." He turned back to the

President, who was staring at the floor. "If I were you,

Mr. President, I'd turn me over to the authorities. And

then, I'd seriously consider resigning."

The President looked up briefly and nodded, while

Reinhart, pale, backed slowly away until he nearly tumbled

into the recliner.
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8

Nine hours into the mission.

"Magellen, this is Houston."

"Go ahead, Houston."

"Sorry, Dick, it's me again. I thought you should hear

this."

Bradford heard a click, and then the sonorous voice of

a news reader: "Soviet Foreign Minister Dubrov has just

issued a follow-up statement to the one released a short

time ago, which accused the President of authorizing the

assassination of former Joint Chiefs Chairman Douglas

Bearden by renegade elements of the CIA. The new statement

reads, 'In view of the nature of, and motive behind, the

extraordinary recent events in the United States, the Soviet

Union declares its intention to immediately withdraw its

observers from the Paris peace negotiations and to

vigorously protest and oppose any agreements reached based

on the participation in those negotiations of the President

of the United States. The Soviet Union is also reevaluating

its decision to accept and abide by the terms of the Fourth

Treaty of Versailles. Finally, the Soviet Union extends to

the President of the United States an urgent invitation to

tell the truth before the world and, if necessary, surrender

his office.'"

Stunned, Bradford could not reply. Jones, however, said
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tartly, "I guess that means we don't have to pretend we've

got a fault in our 'primary power coupling' anymore, right,

Ben?"

"I haven't heard one way or the other, Jonesy, " Curtis

answered without expression.

"Wake up, Ben! That whole thing was just a ruse to

allow the President a graceful exit from Paris. Now that

he's been revealed for the...whatever he really is--"

"That's enough, Jones," Bradford barked absently.

Jones turned on him. "And speaking of true colors, the

next voice you hear will be that of noted iconoclast and

all-around honest man, Dick Bradford."

"Yes, me," Bradford said with sudden heat. "I don't

think the President had anything to do with the attempt on

Bearden's life. He's ... not that kind of person."

"Sure he is," Jones snarled. "He's the President, for

chrissakes. "

"He's a dreamer. He's someone who wants to make things

a little better for others, and for himself. And I'd say,

by and large, he has."

"Has he now? So did Hitler. So did Napoleon. So did

every other nutcase in history before he decided he wanted

the whole world to bow down to him."

"He's not a nutcase--"

"Uh, Jonesy, " Curtis interjected mildly, "I don't know
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what's gone on up there between you two, but I'd hate to

think who else might be listening to this conversation."

"Oh, I don't see that it matters, Ben," Jones said

happily. "Even if the President doesn't do the decent thing

and resign--and I'm betting he doesn't--it's the end of the

space program."

Yeah, Bradford thought with a twinge of panic, it sure

looked that way.

9

Ten hours into the mission.

Under the gazebo, the President and Lopescu munched the

sandwiches Angie had prepared. Rather than turn Lopescu over

to the authorities the President had insisted he stay.

Though Lopescu steadfastly refused to offer any advice, the

President was grateful for his sacrifice, and comforted by

his presence.

The President refilled his glass with chocolate milk

from the small pitcher and declared, "Gentlemen, I've been

turning this thing over and over, examining every

alternative, and I've decided"--he grinned ruefully--"I

haven't any choice. I've got to resign."

Reinhart had stayed apart, as if Lopescu carried some

strange communicable disease and had already infected the

President. Now he dashed to the gazebo as if the

President's pronouncement had been a deathbed summons. "You
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can't, Boss! There's too much to do!"

"That's what I was thinking, too," the President

sighed, with a glance at Lopescu. "But how can I 'do'

anything if the world thinks I'm a lunatic?"

"Prove you're not a lunatic! Tell the truth! Tell the

world about the installation!"

"I wouldn't, Mr. President," Lopescu said, almost

disinterestedly. "It would only alienate the Soviets

further."

"And it would sound like I was passing the buck

anyway," the President mused.

"No, it wouldn't," Reinhart insisted. "Not if you told

the world the Soviets were ready to countenance the

destruction of the Sixth Fleet on Easter Eve!"

"That's not exactly the way it happened, Mr. Reinhart."

"Ed," the President warned, "I'm not going to embarrass

the current Soviet government for something it probably had

no part in."

"Then embarrass the opposition! Point the finger at

Bolkoniev 1"

"How?" Lopescu asked in the same tone. "He's made sure

his hands were clean--first, by making friends with you, Mr.

Reinhart and, second, by cooperating in the President's

various peace initiatives."

"Well, we've got to do something!" Reinhart bleated,
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and stalked away.

"You boys 'bout finished out theah?" Angie demanded

from the patio.

"Yes, thank you, Angie," the President said pleasantly.

He collected the plates and piled them on a tray, then left

the gazebo to meet Angie halfway. "It was good of you to

whip this up on--"

Reinhart appeared beside him. "Angie, where's the

major?" he snapped.

"Guess he's still at the ballgame," Angie replied

indifferently.

"I thought you left a message for him!"

Angie smiled at the President as she accepted the tray

from him, but did not look at Reinhart. "So I did," she

said. "Guess he thought the ballgame was more important."

She returned to the house.

"I'm not surprised," Reinhart growled. "It'd be just

like his type to embrace traditional American values"--this

with a sneer--"while the world faces its greatest crisis."

The President decided to disregard Reinhart's tone; he

hadn't dealt with any of this mess particularly well. "Maybe

Dad decided he wouldn't be needed," he said with a pang of

pride.

"Well, he is needed. Of course, after the discussion he

and I had the other day I'm surprised he's ever helped you
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at all." He turned and marched back the way he'd come.

"Now just a minute, Ed," the President shouted after

him. "If Dad wants to be left out of this let's leave him

out."

Reinhart whirled. "No, let's not. Your father thinks

you're still his little boy, trying out for the football

team. He's treated every crisis this administration has

seen as a right of passage, not as a threat to world peace.

The man has no world vision whatsoever.1"

"Did I say he had to have any?" the President retorted,

approaching him. "I've never asked him to support me"--he

faltered--"or, at least, I didn't until I forgave Bearden.

But all I've ever asked of him before or since is that he

accept and respect me."

"But doggone it, Boss, he's your own flesh and blood,"

Reinhart whined. "If anyone should support you, he should."

"Don't you think you're asking a little much? First of

all, he's eighty-five years old. Second, he's been in the

military all his life. Neither of those is particularly

helpful where 'world vision' is concerned. Third, I--"

"Did you hear what you just said?" Reinhart had strode

forward until he was no more than a foot away from the

President. "Did you hear how you pronounced 'world vision?'

It's as if it's suddenly the most venal thing in existence."

The President folded his arms. "And just how will
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telling the truth and embarrassing certain Soviet officials

promote world vision?"

"By demonstrating they don't have any!" Reinhart

pleaded. "Think about it, Boss! What sort of people would

plot against you like this, even criticize you, after all

you've done? Don't you see? You're what's important! Who

cares about the Soviets? Who cares about people like

Bearden? Who cares about eight thousand superfluous Naval

personnel? What does anyone matter, as long as you're free

to carry on your God-ordained task of uniting this planet?"

He stood there panting, like an eager puppy, or an

entranced worshipper; then, quite suddenly, he looked

around, and seemed utterly lost. "I'm sorry," he muttered,

staring at his hands as if there were blood on them. "I

didn't mean that the way it... .must have sounded."

"Oh, I think you did, Ed," a voice said from the

direction of the house. "And even if you didn't you should

stick with it. He fired me for telling him essentially the

same thing. Maybe he'll listen to you."

Everyone turned and saw Humdingher waving from the

patio, a Secret Service man on each side of him. "Greetings,

gentlemen," he called. "You are going to let me in, aren't

you, Boss? I see you've already desecrated the place with

Lopescu, so what've you go to lose?"

"Only his self-respect," Reinhart muttered. "And if
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you and I have ever told the President the same thing it's

been by purest accident."

Reinhart's tone had lacked conviction, as if his

insults were reflex only. The President puzzled over this a

moment, then walked over and offered Humdingher his hand.

"Welcome, Arthur. It seems you were right about

Bolkoniev after all. If I'm going to apologize to the world,

I probably should start with you."

Humdingher shook hands vigorously. "Thank you, Mr.

President, but I don't think apologizing will be necessary.

I think I know a way to get you out of this."

"I'll just bet you do," Reinhart snapped from far away.

"Don't run off, Ed," Humdingher cried in mock

chumminess. "There's even a part for you."

The President backed away slightly. "Now Arthur, no

more lies, no more coverups. I've already decided to resign.

If I come clean, demonstrate that it was I, and not the New

World Spirit, that went wrong here, there's a good chance

the New World Spirit will survive. It's what's important,

not me."

"I don't think there's any question you should offer to

resign. What's going to make all the difference is how you

do it." And, to the consternation of both Reinhart and the

Secret Service agents, Humdingher stepped out onto the lawn.
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10

Eleven hours into the mission.

When he was five, Billy Jones had had a dream that his

mother had died. It had been as if someone had turned off a

light in his head; he had run all over the place, in the

dark, tripping over things and hitting his head, trying to

find the lightswitch, knowing if he did find it he could

bring his mother back. But he'd never found it. He'd asked

everyone he knew where the lightswitch was, and no one had

seemed to know, or even to understand.

In his dream last night he had seen his daddy reaching

for the lightswitch himself, and he had begged his daddy not

to do it. His daddy had started to cry and said he had to do

it, and that he was going to turn off a lot more switches

than just his own. When Billy had asked him why, his daddy

had said something weird about too many people turning off

lightswtiches when they weren't supposed to, when it wasn't

necessary--that was it!--and that they had to be taught a

lesson.

He'd gotten right up and run into Aunt Gabi's room, but

Aunt Gabi wasn't there. He'd tiptoed downstairs and found

her asleep on the couch wearing a dress; she's smelled

funny, a little sweet around her mouth, and there was a

bottle of brown liquid on the coffee table. He'd gone back

to his room and laid awake the rest of the night, then got
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up again when he heard her climbing up the stairs. But

she'd walked right past him as if he wasn't even there and

locked herself in the bathroom. He'd gone back to his room

again and he must've fallen asleep because when Oleta, his

daddy's housekeeper and Billy's best friend in the whole

world, knocked on his door and told him breakfast was ready,

Aunt Gabi was gone. He'd tried to tell Oleta, and she'd

listened like she always did, but he'd known she didn't

believe him.

But he hadn't given up. He'd told all his friends at

school, and his teachers, and the principal when nasty old

Mrs. Warner sent him to his office. He'd told Oleta again

when she came and got him, but again she didn't believe him.

Aunt Gabi still wasn't home when he got there, and she

hadn't come home yet, and now Oleta was taking a nap in her

room, and--

He had to tell someone!

He knew just who, too. Unca Dick.

But to do that he had to get to Florida. He'd packed

his napsack full of underwear and socks and candy and other

stuff he thought he'd need, and, wearing an extra jacket--it

still got pretty cold at night--he snuck down the stairs and

out the door. He could slam it shut good because Oleta was a

heavy sleeper; Aunt Gabi had often complained about it. On

the front stoop he looked both ways, then made a dash for
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the corner, where maybe he could find a taxi or bus.

After a long time, though--his new watch said nearly

ten minutes--he knew he wasn't going to find a taxi or bus,

and he began walking down the street, waving at every car

that passed. Finally, after another ten minutes, a car

stopped. The driver, a sort of fat, jolly man in a dark

suit, looked nice enough, and Billy got in. His daddy and

Oleta had told him never to ride with strangers, but this

was an emergency.

11

Twelve hours into the mission.

"And so, Boss, it's not whether you resign, or even

what you say when you resign, it's how you say it. You

portray yourself as the trusting leader who decided to give

Lopescu a second chance--which is perfectly true--and was

betrayed, and no Congress in its right mind would ever

accept your resignation."

As Humdingher finished outlining his plan he also

finished the beer and leftover sandwiches Angie had provided

him. Standing, he licked his fingers, rubbed his hands dry

on his trouser legs, and ambled over to where Lopescu sat.

"Now Bob, I realize that if the President's resignation

isn't accepted we'll have defeated the whole purpose of your

little gambit with Bearden. But anyone with any brains--

including the Russians--will eventually figure out your
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gambit was designed to fail. If either you or the Boss had

really wanted Bearden dead, neither Heaven nor Earth

would've barred Bernhard Bolle's way. So, my point, Bob, is

--what have you actually sold the Russians here? It looks

to me like they've bought the answers to the wrong exam.

You've got them telling the world the President's a fraud

and a madman, whereas if he really were a madman Bearden

would be dead and the Boss'd be on TV justifying his murder.

As soon as somebody in the Kremlin figures that out and,

more important, tells the right people, Bolkoniev and

company will be up shit creek and the Russians will be

eating all the crow they can find--out of our hands."

"Out of the President's hands, you mean!" Reinhart

shouted across the lawn.

Humdingher waved his hands in a flurry. "Absolutely.

You're right, of course, Ed. Poor choice of words. Sorry."

In a toneless voice, Lopescu asked, "What's my motive

for running this operation, then? Revenge on the President

for firing me?"

Humdingher grinned. "I knew we could count on you,

Bob! All we need is a letter, or an entry in your journal,

something that Ed here, in his role as chief security

advisor, would come across in his diligent pursuit"--this in

a mocking tone--"of exhonerating evidence."

The patio door squealed open and everyone turned; Angie
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approached holding a beer bottle. "Ah, perfect timing!"

Humdingher exclaimed, and all but danced across the lawn

towards her. He took the bottle, unscrewed the cap, gulped

hugely, belched loudly, and sighed, "Angie, my dear, thou

art Heaven-sent!" Gulping again, he moved away.

The huge black woman stood, hands on hips, for a

moment, then shrugged and resumed her march towards the

gazebo. "Anything else I can get you gemmun?" she asked.

She jerked her head in Humdingher's direction and added,

"I'm gon' hafta get him nutha' beer heah in a minute

anyway. "

The President handed her Humdingher's dishes. "No

thanks, Angie," he said, smiling. "Why don't you go relax

for a while?"

"Thank you, suh, I will," Angie declared in a tone that

warned not to disturb her. She headed back towards the

house, stopping momentarily to glare at Humdingher.

Silence fell--punctuated now and then by the sounds of

Humdingher's drinking. The President looked into the sky;

it promised a beautiful evening. A good omen? Suddenly it

wasn't that important to believe in omens any more.

He was about to settle back into the chaise lounge

again but thought better of it and, instead, hollered across

the lawn to Reinhart. "Ed, you've been quiet for a good

little bit. What do you think of Art's idea?"
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"You wouldn't like what I think," Reinhart shot back

immediately.

No, he probably wouldn't, but he owed it to Reinhart to

try to soften the coming blow. "Try me."

Reinhart looked over, glared at him a moment, glared at

Humdingher, kicked at the grass. "All right. I think he

wants you to resign because he thinks Congress will accept

it. It's his revenge on you for firing him."

"Ed, I'm hurt!" Humdingher chortled from the opposite

direction. "And after I'd given you such an important part

to play!"

"That's another thing, Boss," Reinhart said, moving

towards the gazebo. "I thought you said there'd be no more

lies. But what about this fabricated confession of

Lopescu's?"

"As I recall," the President chided gently, "you

suspected him of framing me, too."

Unexpectedly, Humdingher seized upon this. "That's even

better!" he cried, loping towards the gazebo. "Bob doesn't

have to do anything! Ed can fabricate the confession

himself, make it sound like the product of a long and

rigorous search. I don't see why--"

Next moment Reinhart had grabbed Humdingher's shoulders

and spun him around. "Listen, Art," he hissed, "we've all

had enough of you. I could've persuaded him to stay on if
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you hadn't shown up! He'd've told the truth and--"

He stopped as Humdingher calmly removed his hands and

stepped away. "I forgot," he said in a tone dripping with

contempt, "you believe the truth will make us all free." He

turned to the others, shrugged as if asking a couple of pals

to forgive a pesky younger brother, then turned back to

Reinhart. "Look, Ed, if we tell the truth in this case, we

embarrass the Soviets, lose the Paris talks, cost the

President his office, and bring your precious New World

Spirit to a screeching halt. But by filling in a few gaps in

the truth here and there, we can salvage everything. Think

you can understand that? No? Well, mull it over for a while.

In the meantime, leave this conversation to your betters."

He drained the beer bottle, reached forward and up, and

set it on the gazebo railing. "Whatever we do, gentlemen,

we'd better do it quick." He began munching a thumbnail and

turned away.

And then, with a bellow of rage, Reinhart grabbed the

bottle, smashed it against the wood frame, tackled and

straddled Humdingher, and rammed the bottle's jagged end too

many times down into Humdingher's throat, all the while

gurgling as if his own throat had been cut. The Secret

Service people, patrolling the periphery of the yard,

reached Reinhart too late; by then he had stood and

discarded his weapon, disdainfully, as men of peace have
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discarded theirs throughout the ages.

And now the man of peace looked down at the carnage of

battle, and fell to his knees, and he took the lifeless body

in his arms, and he wept.

As the President and Lopescu looked on, still

paralyzed, from the gazebo, one of the Secret Service men

tried to pull Reinhart away from Humdingher, but he was

unsuccessful and, after a few moments, stood back. Another

agent fumbled with his cellular radio, then in a breaking

voice gave the code which summoned a med team. Presently the

President found he could move again, and unsteadily

approached Reinhart. A Secret Service man tried to keep him

away but the President shoved him roughly aside, then knelt

beside his friend.

"Ed?" the President croaked. Reinhart turned, looked

right through him, and returned his attention to Humdingher,

whose lacerated body he cradled as if it were one of his

infant children. The President straightened, backed away,

whispered, "Ed, you fool. I wasn't listening to him. I was

just...stalling, like Jesus did at Gethsemane, I guess. I'm

sorry."

He returned to the gazebo and, as he sat heavily on the

steps and the med team began hustling across the lawn,

Reinhart began singing Humdingher a lullaby.
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12

Thirteen hours into the mission.

Gabriella checked into the Houston Downtown Hyatt under

the name Francesca Antonioni, which had been her grand-

mother's name. She gave the desk clerk, who looked like he

was barely out of high school, a teary story about being on

the run from her abusive husband and about destroying all

her credit cards so the bastard couldn't use them. She was

thereby able to pay in cash, and no questions asked.

In a way, though, she was on the run--from the memory

of her failed marriage to Grant, a failure that was, she

realized, as much his fault as hers; from Oleta's constant

though subtle disapproval of her, as if she were a slut

simply because she was beautiful and enjoyed her beauty;

and, most of all, from that whiny brat Billy. She couldn't

remember a single moment since she'd met the kid that he

hadn't made some demand of her beyond all reason. Sure, he

was only seven, but hadn't his mother taught him anything,

or spared him anything, at all? And those dreams of his! Any

child Billy's age who didn't know the difference between

dreams and reality was probably too far gone to bother

trying to rescue.

If only Doctor Van Heusen hadn't had that heart attack.

In the elevator she resolved to forget about Billy,

about Oleta, about Grant. That part of her life, whether
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she'd wanted it to be or not, was irretrievably behind her.

The future, on the other hand, suddenly seemed quite a bit

brighter, if the letter she'd received special-delivery this

afternoon from Washington was to be believed.

Her room was on the eighth floor, and she almost ran to

the door. She opened it, tossed her garment bag on the bed,

sat heavily next to it, and dug the letter out of her purse.

Actually, it was two letters: one for her, and one she was

to give to Dick, "if he should return safely." Several

times she'd been tempted to read the letter to Dick, but

each time she'd resisted; besides, the letter to her

supposedly explained the gist of the letter to Dick.

But should she believe that? Could she believe her

rival, for whatever reason, was just going to walk away? Why

was she not going to fight for him? So what if she were

another reporter, another Jeri Johansson, who was just doing

her job? How could any woman get as close to Dick Bradford

as she had been and suddenly not want him any more?

She realized she'd crinkled the letter to Dick up in

her hand; sweat had smeared his name on the envelope. After

a moment's anger at her carelessness, she realized that,

since the letter's appearance was now spoiled, there was no

reason for her not to tear the envelope open and read it.

Still, she hesitated a moment before she did so. Then,

she tore the end off the envelope and fished the letter out
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with her fingers. Letting the envelope drop to the floor

she began reading; she read it through in less than thirty

seconds. She read it again, and a third time, and a fourth;

finally she fell back on the bed and threw the letter into

the air, and laughed the laugh of someone who had been

unexpectedly freed from life imprisonment.

13

Sixteen hours into the mission.

"Will you be needing anything else, sir?" Mrs. Walter

asked from the door of the Oval Office.

David Spender turned away from the window and smiled

tenderly at her. "No thank you, Mrs. Walter. Now please,

go home and get some sleep."

"I'll go home, sir, but I know I won't sleep."

She pulled open the door, took a step forward, stopped.

"Yes, Mrs. Walter," he sighed, "what is it?"

"I--I think I speak for everyone, sir, when I.... I just

want to say how sorry we all are--"

"Sorry for who, Mrs. Walter? Me? The country? The

world? Ed? Arthur? Who?" On impulse he walked to the door,

put his hands on her shoulders; she was trembling. "Don't

waste your energy on pity," he said softly. "Haven't I

always said the past should be forgotten?" He shook her

playfully. "Haven't I?" He shook her again, and she smiled;

then, suddenly, she stood on tiptoes, kissed his cheek and,
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blushing, backpedalled away.

Spender returned to the desk smiling and rubbing his

cheek. He glanced idly at the hastily written resignation

speech, then gathered the papers and dropped them into his

open valise. He ran a finger along the edge of the desk as

he circled it; then he sat in the old leather chair, felt it

mold itself around him. It was by far the most comfortable

chair he'd ever sat in; he wondered what chief of staff

Blair would think if he offered to buy it.

Dammit, he'd enjoyed being President--

"Mr. President?" the intercom blared.

"I'm not the President any more," he said wearily after

a moment. "'And I thought I told you to go home."

"I'm just on my way, sir. But--your father's here."

By reflex he stood. "He is? Better send him in."

"Yes, sir." A pause; then: "Be careful, sir," she

whispered, "he looks angry."

"I'm not surprised," he whispered back. "I don't think

he'd planned on my resigning."

"None of us did, sir--"

"Mrs. Walter, go home! We can discuss this later.

Heaven knows I'll have plenty of time."

"Yes, sir. Good night, sir.1"

"Good night. " As he released the switch his father

hobbled into the room. "Dad," he said, "I told you never to
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come here at night. It's too dangerous."

"No more dangerous than my back yard, I daresay. " The

old man dropped into the first chair he came to, began

rubbing his calves.

Spender leaned against the desk and folded his arms.

"Oh come on, Dad, Ed's as much a victim as Arthur was."

The old man looked up sharply. "Victim of what? His

own resentment? His own hatred? His own human weaknesses?

Weaknesses you've been doing your damnedest to stamp out as

if they were some sort of disease?"

"Yeah, that's as good a description as any, I suppose."

"So it's okay if Ed Reinhart succumbs to these

weaknesses and kills someone, whereas if Bearden had killed

you, and I'd killed him--"

"Cripes, Dad, are you still on that?" He moved around

the desk, looked out the window. "All I know is, Ed's

actions were completely out of character. He's innocent."

The old man was rubbing his legs again. "No he's not.

He got what he deserved, same as Humdingher. I could see it

coming."

"What's he guilty of,, then?"

"Worshipping the wrong god."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Spender grunted.

"If you don't know by now it's no use my tryin' to

explain." The old man stood and approached the desk. "So--
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where were we? It's 'out of character' for Ed Reinhart to

kill someone, whereas it's perfectly natural for someone

like me, since I'm a career Army officer."

Spender grabbed the back of the chair. "Dad, for God's

sake, can we talk about something else? I'd really like to

know what you think's going to happen now that I--"

"Tell me, Son--were you 'out of character' when you

ordered the killing of eight thousand sailors?"

"How'd you find out about that?" Spender cried.

The old man leaned on the desk. "Aha. That just proves

my point. You never told me--or the American people, for

that matter--because you knew what you'd intended to do was

wrong."

Spender faced the window again. "Dad, I don't know how

you found out, and I don't really care. But you don't know

the whole story, and--"

"Yes I do know the whole story! I know practically

every word that was spoken! And I don't care if we were

responsible for the Russians' getting their hands on those

Israeli missiles, or whether you even saved Moscow, which I

seriously doubt! You still had no right to punish eight

thousand innocent men and women for someone else's mistake!

No wonder Bearden wanted you impeached!"

"He wanted me overthrown, Dad. I probably should have

let Lopescu shoot him. But I forgave that miserable piece
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of--"

"Oh, so you forgave a miserable piece of--what?

garbage? If you still think he's garbage you haven't

forgiven him! And the Bible says that if you think about any

man that way, you really want him dead!"

Spender pounded the window lightly with a fist. "Well,

I can see I'm not going to win this argument. As soon as

you bring the Bible into anything, logic tends to go out the

window." He moved away from the desk, sat in a chair across

the room.

But the old man's sneering voice chased him. "Taking a

shot at Bearden wasn't all Lopescu's idea."

The room seemed to spin, and Spender gripped the chair

arms tightly. "What are you saying?" he finally rasped,

afraid to look at his father.

"Someone had to make sure you didn't walk all over the

Constitution again. So when Lopescu mentioned he needed a

way to make sure the Russians didn't activate that

installation.... " The voice trailed off; Spender imagined

him smiling in triumph, as he did after a successful round

of golf.

"Come on, Dad," he laughed desperately, "you expect me

to believe that? Why would Lopescu confide in you?"

"Let's just say we go back a long way. He bailed me

out of some trouble when he was up and coming with the



532

Company."

"I don't doubt it. Anything to buy your loyalty for

later use." He sighed; he hoped he'd sounded like he was in

pain. "But really, Dad--you worked all your life trying to

get me into the White House. You expect me to believe you'd

try to boot me out?"

"You give me too much credit, Son," the voice replied,

still sneering. "You've wanted to be President since the

day you were born."

"Never!" Spender shouted, on his feet. "I never wanted

to be President! I never even wanted to go into politics!"

"Like hell. You consumed causes the way most people eat

donuts. If there was a battle to be fought you were right

there in the center of it. And you talk to me about warfare

and militarism. Fighting is all a politician does, boy! And

if the President's the country's best politician, it follows

that he's the best fighter. Now how's that for logic?"

"I've had enough of this," Spender groaned, and began

walking towards the door.

"Don't you walk away from me when I'm talking to you!"

the old man snarled, and limped after him. But Spender

whirled and grabbed his father's shoulders.

"Now you listen to me, Major," he hissed. "The

Constitution is just a piece of paper, do you understand?

There were seven million Russian lives at stake!"
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"Yes, and only you could save them!" the old man

retaliated, squirming in the younger man's powerful grasp.

"You were the only one who had sufficient wisdom to deal

with a flight of Israeli aircraft which, at most, could have

numbered--"

"It doesn't matter how many there were! If only one got

through there would have been a catastrophe!"

"Right! One Israeli plane is going to get through a

fully alert Soviet air defense system!" With a roar of rage

he twisted free.

"Stranger things have happened! I couldn't take the

chance!"

The old man was rubbing his arms. "Doesn't sound to me

like it was your chance to take."

"What was I supposed to do--convene the UN General

Assembly?"

"No, just have a little more confidence in the Soviets'

ability to defend themselves."

Spender held out his hands. "But--I couldn't! I wasn't

sure! I didn't know, okay? Is that what you want me to

say?"

"What I want you to say is that the man who claimed he

knew how to cleanse humanity of evil"--his voice rose

suddenly, and he swept an arm back and forth as if clearing

the air--"wasn't sure if the entire Soviet Air Force would
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find a way to shoot down one Israeli plane."

Spender shook his head. "You're talking apples and

peanuts here. Just because my military information was

inadequate--"

"No, Son, it's you who's inadequate! It's you who's

inconsistent, who's made up new rules to help him win every

game he plays." He sank into a chair. "Whereas, the kind of

man you've tried to be," he muttered, suddenly weary, "the

kinds of things you've tried to do--" He lifted his hands,

let them drop. "There's only one Messiah, Son."

"Just what makes you think I want to be a Messiah?"

Spender bellowed.

"Because you think you're God!" the old man bellowed

back. "You forgive people--or at least you claim to, you

take people's sins upon yourself, and you're trying to

remake man in your image. That sure sounds like God to me."

"It would," Spender muttered.

"Well, it does," the old man said, again wearily. "But

you're just a man, Son--a man whose reach has exceeded his

grasp. A man who, like every other would-be Savior, has

lost sight of man's place in the cosmic pecking order."

"And where exactly is that?" Spender sneered. "Under

God's boot heel? No thanks." He opened the door.

This time the old man didn't try to stop him. Instead,

he leaned heavily on the putter and called, "David, please--
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if you don't learn a lesson from all this, what good will it

have done?"

Spender did not turn around as he responded, "Why

should you care if I learn a lesson or not? You did what

you thought was right, just like I did Easter Eve. And the

end justified the means. You should be happy." He took a

step forward, then stopped. "I can see the line in the

history books now: 'For Major Horace Spender so loved his

country that he sacrificed his only begotten son.' Tell me,

Dad--who's really been playing God?" He started forward

again, pulling the door softly shut behind him.

14

Seventeen hours into the mission.

Back at the Cape, Tony Powell switched off his office

TV and breathed a sigh of relief: the President had

resigned, which meant Jones wouldn't have to activate

Bearclaw after all. And though the resignation almost

guaranteed the shutdown of the space program, and thus the

end of his own job, that was all right, too, Powell thought.

It had gotten to the point where fooling everyone had become

ridiculously easy and, if you were a spy and your job was

easy, then the ones you were spying on weren't worth the

effort.

Of course, there were those who argued that the United

States hadn't been worth the effort for many years now, that
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it would eventually collapse of its own self-indulgent

weight. And for a time these prophecies had seemed to come

true: the predilection towards empire that every other

civilized nation had experienced had assumed a new form in

America--an obsession with personal, rather than national,

power. Instead of uniting to conquer other nations, the

people of the United States had become determined to conquer

each other. With weapons technological and economic,

sociological and psychological, they had declared war on

their fellow citizens, had erected thousands of petty

tyrannies. The result: beneath a thin veneer of economic

prosperity and civil calm, there had been chaos on a scale

unprecedented in human history.

And then David Spender had been elected President, and

the "miracles" had begun, and the terrifying, juggernaut-

like specter of an America united in purpose had once again

manifested itself to the world.

He and Jones had been all that remained of a strictly

backwater operation. Then, suddenly, new orders were

issued, strings were pulled, and they found themselves in

the very center of the maelstrom. They were instructed to do

whatever was necessary to discredit the program or, failing

that, to pave the way for unimpeded Soviet participation.

But the President's momentum had exceeded Moscow's wildest

expectations, and it was decided to discredit him directly.
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So Jones was ordered to find Bearclaw and determine if it

was still operational.

Jones's fake coma had confirmed that it was, but

Jones's state of mind since his "awakening" had not been the

best. It was likely the drugs had caused some slight brain

damage, of course, but would that explain the apparent

change in his personality? For example, he'd wept when he'd

decided to divorce Gabriella, as if his marriage to that

bitch had actually meant something to him. And he'd gotten

angry at the elimination of Kearnes--which had been entirely

necessary after CIA had enlisted him to research the "coma."

He'd been uncharacteristically terse in all his comments

since he'd been in the spacecraft as well....

Was Jones going to go through with activating Bearclaw

anyway?

If so, it was entirely possible that the fate of the

world now rested on the reluctant shoulders of Colonel

Richard Evan Bradford.

15

Twenty hours into the mission.

On the lunar surface Bradford steered the buglike

excursion vehicle along a familiar path. Jones,

surprisingly close-mouthed since the President's

resignation, sat behind him. Bradford himself felt like he'd

been kicked in the gut, but there were more important things
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to worry about just now.

As the crater wall neared, Bradford began slowing down.

"Don't stop here," Jones commanded immediately, "we'll go in

the back way. There--see my tracks?" Jones pointed and

Bradford turned the vehicle sharply left. After another two

minutes or so the tracks stopped. Bradford stopped the

vehicle, and Jones jumped out.

Bradford looked around before following. "Looks like

the middle of nowhere," he murmured. He reached down,

grabbed the prybar clamped to the vehicle floor, and joined

Jones, who stood as if looking for a landmark. Abruptly he

seemed to find it; he took three steps to his left, got down

on his knees, and began brushing sand aside with his hands.

After a minute or so the outline of a steel pressure plate

could be seen.

Bradford stepped up and offered him the prybar, but

Jones waved him away. He stood, popped open the compartment

on his left arm, and extracted a tiny ROM disc. "Company

gave me sort of a skeleton key," he explained. "Let's see

if it works."

He bent down again, cleared a little more sand away,

finally found what he was looking for: a small, sealed

compartment in the lower lefthand corner of the pressure

plate assembly. He poked at it with a finger, and it opened

with a short rush of air; it contained a slot for the disc
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and some tiny writing, presumably in Russian. Jones rose to

his haunches, dropped the disc in the slot, then suddenly

hurtled towards Bradford and shoved him out of the way. He

rolled himself into a ball; when, a moment later, nothing

happened, he relaxed and stood again. "Guess it worked," he

muttered.

Next moment the pressure plate began rising off the

lunar floor; Jones walked over, grabbed it, and opened it

completely. He waved Bradford over, warned, "It's pretty

cramped, so don't try to see where you're going," and

motioned for him to go first.

After some initial hesitation, Bradford sat on the edge

of the opening and lowered himself down onto the ladder

affixed to one side of the passage. He quickly discovered

Jones was right: there was no room to bend over and see how

far he had to descend. Nor could he see above him; the only

way he knew Jones was following was because Jones said,

"Right behind you."

The passage seemed to go on forever. How Jones had

gotten Murphy's body out through this gopherhole was

anybody's guess. Finally, his voice edged with panic, he

demanded, "Good God, Jones, how much further?"

"Should be almost there," Jones said, though with

little comfort in his tone.

Before Bradford could ask how Jones could possibly
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know, his left foot struck an obstacle. "Hold it, Jones," he

said sharply, so that Jones wouldn't step on him from above,

"I've hit something."

"It's the airlock, " Jones explained. "Feel around with

your foot. Should be a pressure switch on the wall close

by."

Jones must have seen it on the way out, Bradford

decided. He did as he was told, and shortly he felt a little

nub in the wall. "Maybe this is it," he muttered, and

applied all the pressure he could--

Beneath him, the floor seemed to vanish; he let go of

the ladder and drifted through the opening. "Guess I found

it," he reported. He gave himself a shove downwards and then

to one side; next moment Jones slid into view. Jones

rebounded off the floor of the chamber and angled towards a

far wall, where a control panel had been inset next to a

hatchway; he punched a button with a thumb, a red light came

on, and the opening through which they'd just passed sealed

itself. And then, suddenly, Bradford felt the rush of

incoming air. In about thirty seconds a green light

dislodged the red one, and Jones cracked the seal on his

helmet. Though he felt uneasy, Bradford did the same. The

unease did not vanish when he tasted the air: it smelled

about thirty years old. "God," he cried, trying to joke,

"can't the Russians build a decent air conditioner?"
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"If they did do you think they'd waste it up here?"

Jones growled. "Come on, let's get inside." By now he was

completely out of his suit; he swam over and punched another

button on the panel, and the hatch began sliding noisily

open.

"Why'd you take off your suit?" Bradford asked, joining

him; he'd only removed his helmet. "We're not going to be

here that long, surely."

Jones didn't look at him. "One never knows. Got the

charges?"

Bradford tapped his own wrist compartment. "Right

here."

"Good. Stay close."

The hatch had finally opened enough for a man to

squeeze through, and Jones did so, then launched himself

upwards. Bradford, following moments later, was presented

with another cramped chamber. Machinery hummed in a housing

directly in front of him, and heavily insulated wiring led

from the housing into several different fixtures behind, or

to crowded ducts in the walls. The only light was a tiny

lamp set into the wall to the right of the hatch. By this

Bradford could see handbars affixed to the wall above. Jones

had evidently gone that way, though Bradford could see only

darkness beyond.

"I said stay close, Brad!" he heard Jones holler.
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"Where the hell are you?" Bradford hollered back.

"Just climb upwards from the hatchway. You'll find me."

Bradford obeyed, and rapidly discovered a larger duct

equipped with more handbars. Though there was still only

darkness beyond he entered the duct; suddenly a bright light

came on just ahead, and by reflex he stopped. "Did you turn

that light on, Jonesy?" he asked a bit timidly.

"Nobody here but us chickens, Brad," Jones sneered in

reply. "Hurry up, will you?"

"Right," Bradford acknowledged, and began pulling

himself along a little faster. A left turn appeared ahead;

rounding it, Bradford saw a bank of bright lights hanging

from the ceiling of what appeared to be a large chamber. He

pulled himself to the end of the duct, and peered over the

edge.

Below him, a long, silver howitzer-like mechanism

thrust itself into an opening in the far wall. To its left,

resting in what looked like an egg carton, were

approximately twenty basketball-sized objects. Their

"shells" were black and rough like charcoal; it seemed the

"eggs" were Stealth-coated. He peered farther over the edge

and saw a small crane, and a clawlike device which,

presumably, loaded the eggs into the howitzer, or, as Jones

had described it, the "popgun. "

He did not immediately see Jones; then he looked to the
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right of the popgun and saw him seated at a small table,

typing at a computer terminal. "What the hell are you doing,

Jonesy?" he asked. "And where's that lab you mentioned?"

"We haven't got time for the ten-cent tour," Jones

said. "Just get your ass down here."

And then, as a shiver passed through him, Bradford

remembered. "You said you'd seen the popgun, but not the

ammunition."

"That's right," Jones said absently. "They're stored in

the wall. I just--"

"You just opened the carton!" Bradford shouted. He

began pushing himself back along the duct; next moment Jones

appeared in the opening, holding a big black automatic

pistol.

"Where you going, Brad?" he said softly behind a big,

empty-eyed smile. "How'm I going to blow up the installation

after I fire the popgun?"

Bradford's first thought was that Vicki had been right

about Jones all along. His second thought was that it was

quite likely he'd never see Vicki again, and it was this

that convinced him that, somehow, he had to live.

Then, as rationality returned, he realized he had to

live because the world had to live, too, and that Jones, for

whatever reason, was about to destroy a good portion of it.

Back at Walter Reed, a thousand bad dreams ago, Jones had
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offered him a chance to save the world. Now--in a

roundabout way, of course--he seemed to be keeping that

promise.

"Come on, Brad," Jones was saying, "I don't want to

have to shoot you in there. If I do I'll have to crawl in

and drag you out." He waved the gun in his direction. "I

promise I won't kill you till I've told you the whole

story."

His initial panic gone, a grim determination now urged

Bradford back towards the end of the duct and Jones.

"Careful with the gun," he said as off-handedly as he could.

"You fire it in here, you could take out a wall."

"That's why I don't want to have to fire it," Jones

replied, smiling mirthlessly. He pushed himself away from

the opening to allow Bradford to crawl free.

"How were you planning on killing me, then?" Bradford

asked. "Same way you killed Murphy?"

Jones was floating about twelve feet away. Bradford

reckoned that, if he leaped at him and Jones fired the gun,

it'd send Jones flying all over the room. But the bullet,

without gravity to slow it down, would have the impact of a

mortar shell.

And anyway, his remark about killing Murphy seemed to

have struck a chord. Jones had folded his arms across his

chest, wasn't even looking at him any more. "I didn't want
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to kill Murphy," he said, as if he were arguing with

himself. "I didn't even want him in here with me. I could

have deactivated that net no problem--I knew the codes. But

he had to be the hero and try to rescue me."

Bradford, now completely out of the duct, was making

his way slowly to the chamber floor. "So you're KGB, not

CIA," he said in a idle tone.

"I said I'd tell you the whole story, didn't I?" Jones

snapped. He reached up, gave one of the hanging light

fixtures a shove, and sent himself drifting down. Bradford,

on the floor, was moving towards the computer terminal.

Jones brandished the gun. "Stay away from there," he warned,

and steered himself into the chair in front of it.

"My real name is Pavel Tchaikovsky. Yes, like the

composer." He held the gun loosely, pointing it in the

direction of Bradford's stomach. "I was born and raised in

the Russian emigre districts of Chicago. My parents changed

my name to Grant Jones when I was four. They thought an

American name would give me a better chance to make it, but

I grew to resent it. And then, when I was twelve, they were

both killed by black muggers. I guess that's when I really

began to hate the United States."

"My parents were killed when Arab terrorists blew up an

airliner," Bradford offered without sympathy. "I never

hated Arabs."
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"You were never smart enough to hate anybody," Jones

sneered, and waved the gun--a little wildly, Bradford

thought. "You always let people use you, twist you, jack

you around. What Curtis alone did to you--"

"That's old news, Grant," Bradford snapped. "Tell me

the story, like you promised."

Jones shrugged. "The next parts you know: physics

scholarship to Stanford, Ph.D. in three years, joined the

Air Force--"

"When did the KGB recruit you?"

"After about five years in the program. Del Harris--

remember him?--approached me."

Bradford was shocked for a moment, then said casually,

"I'm not surprised."

"The hell you're not. Del was the last person on Earth

anyone would have suspected of being a spy. But that's

another one of your shortcomings, Brad--you were never

suspicious of anyone."

Jones seemed to droop. He looked away, seemed to come

to a decision, then laid the gun down on the table and

resumed typing on the console.

"What about the rest of the story?" Bradford prompted

after a moment.

"What do you care."

"I care about why you're going to kill me. I care about
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why you're going to launch eggs filled with God knows what

towards the Earth."

Jones kept typing. "Each 'egg' is actually a neutron

device, capable of killing between seven and ten million

people."

"And how many are you planning to launch?"

"All of them. There's nearly fifty in the

installation, so that means I can kill nearly half a billion

people."

"But there's not that many people in the United

States!"

"Oh, I don't care about just the United States any

more. My own people aren't fit to live, either. They

proved that when they killed Kearnes.1" He looked up; his

face was empty of expression. "Satisfied now?"

Bradford clenched his fists to maintain control. "Are

you? You sure half a billion people is enough?"

"Not really," Jones shrugged, "but it's enough to

create enough chaos and disease so that maybe half a billion

more will die, too."

"Dammit, Jones, why?" Bradford shouted.

Jones pulled away from the terminal, seemed to chuckle

a little. "That you of all people should ask me that. You,

who've been manipulated and abused for as long as I've known

you--"
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"You've manipulated me a little yourself, you know."

"Yeah, but I decided you had it coming when I figured

out it was you Gabi had always loved, and not me."

Bradford felt blood drain from his face. "Grant--

Pavel--"

"Grant's fine. I don't claim the Russians any more,

remember?"

"I'm sorry," Bradford gulped. He felt death very

close. "You must believe me, I had no idea."

"Doesn't matter now whether you did or didn't. You're

here and I'm going to kill you."

Bradford forced himself to recover. "So you're going

to destroy the world because you're jealous of me, you feel

guilty about killing Murphy, and because you think your KGB

cohorts killed Kearnes. Why would they do that?"

Jones turned to the console, typed some more. The crane

lurched into motion; Bradford jumped at the sound. "Because

they're killers," Jones said. "Every human being is a

killer. And the President was going to make us all into

angels by leading us into space!" He clapped his hands.

"Hah! What a laugh! Mankind is literally the scum of the

universe, Brad. If you learn one thing in your life, learn

that!"

"And you, Grant Pavel Tchaikovsky Jones, have taken it

upon yourself to punish him, is that it?"



549

He threw up his hands. "Hey, if the President can take

it upon himself to lead mankind into heaven, I can take it

upon myself to lead him into hell. We'll just see who's

version of the truth is more true--his or mine."

The crane was moving over the first row of eggs.

Bradford felt his stomach lurch a little as the crane

stopped and the claw, on a surprisingly primitive-looking

chain hoist, slowly descended towards an egg. It grasped the

egg, began drawing it upward, but suddenly the egg slipped

free and fell back to the carton with a sickening thud,

which made Bradford jump again.

"Shit," Jones rasped. "Brilliant Soviet

craftsmanship." He punched some keys, the crane moved a

little, then the claw began descending again.

"So, uh, Grant," Bradford said desperately, "how'd this

place get here?"

"It grew." The claw grasped another egg, began drawing

it upward; this one did not fall free.

"Seriously," Bradford pursued. His stomach felt like it

was about to burst free of his body. "This place is a

miracle. Any human being should be proud of it."

"Won't work, Brad," Jones sighed. He punched more keys,

and the crane began moving towards the popgun's "breech."

"All of man's greatest technological achievements are

related to destruction in one way or another. If you want
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to prove to me how noble and full of unrealized potential

man is, try again."

"I wasn't 'trying' anything, Grant. I'd really like to

know how this place was built." The crane, now over the

breech, began slowly lowering the egg.

"Geez, Brad, you don't know how to hate, you can't lie

worth a damn--what kind of a human being are you?" The egg

touched the breech, and the claw opened. "But since you've

got nothing else to do but watch and listen, I'll tell you.

We built it on Earth first, of course, just to see if it

would work. We even tested the popgun. Works by explosive

decompression. Beauty in simplicity, eh? Then we shot the

whole shebang up here with two baby sitters." He punched a

button and the two sides of the breech extended and moved

inward, grasping the egg in a clamp. Then they began moving

it slowly towards the opening at the back of the "barrel."

"They put this place together in--geez, thirty hours, I

guess. Then they switched it on and left. It buried itself

in the sand--"

"Buried itself?"

"Another miracle, I know. Yeah, it buried itself until

just the top of that phony crater wall was visible. The

defense mechanisms--the nets, tentacles, strobes--were added

as an afterthought, to scare people away, make them think

aliens have been here. Actually, this place has humanity's
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stamp all over it."

The egg was inside the barrel now, and the clamp

withdrew. A heavy, hinged door squeaked shut over the

opening and latched itself. Jones spun in the seat and

smiled at Bradford as if immensely pleased with himself.

"Guess where the first one's going!" he chortled.

Bradford was no longer certain that this wasn't another

nightmare: the room had gone hazy, and he was having

trouble staying on his feet. "Washington?" he croaked.

"Wrong!" Jones cried with childish glee. "Houston!" He

turned to the terminal, began typing quickly. "Ah, Houston!

Fourth-largest city in the US! Home of the space program!

And home of my beloved wife!"

As if someone had slapped him across the face, Bradford

snapped to attention. Why hadn't he thought of this before?

Again clenching his fists for control he said, casually,

"That's where Billy is, isn't it?"

Jones snapped his head around and glared at him; for a

moment Bradford was afraid he'd grab the gun and shoot him.

But then Jones's head snapped back, and he seemed to stare

straight through the computer terminal. Presently, he rested

his head in his hands.

"I forgot all about him," he whispered.

"Well, you had other things on your mind," Bradford

chided, approaching. "I mean, you're altering the course of
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history here, maybe even ending it. What's the life of a

seven-year-old compared to that? What's one more life when

you're talking about five hundred million?"

"He's my son, goddammit!" Jones hissed. "He's

innocent!"

"Yeah, but will he stay that way?" Bradford pursued.

"You say all men are killers. What kind will he grow into?

Maybe he'll be the kind that rapes and robs eighty-year-old

grand-mothers. Or maybe he'll become a mass murderer like

his old man!"

Jones slammed the tabletop with a fist; the impact sent

him flying upward. Bradford launched himself at him, and

they crashed into the back of the popgun. Jones cried out

in pain and Bradford by reflex let go of him; next moment

Jones's fist crashed into his jaw. Bradford flew backwards

and landed hard atop the egg carton; stunned, he bounced

helplessly upwards as, out of the corner of his eye, he saw

Jones swim back towards the computer and the gun.

Desperately, Bradford flailed about for a handhold;

finally, his left hand found the crane and he pulled himself

towards it and down. His angle of descent took him behind

and beneath the popgun, and he heard Jones laugh: "Don't

bother, Brad, you can't hide in here!" As quietly as he

could Bradford slid underneath the egg carton, where he

began extracting the plastique from his arm compartment.
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"Come on, Brad," Jones hollered. "If you're hiding,

how are you going to stop me from destroying the world?"

Bradford heard the keyboard clattering; next moment a tiny

motor beneath the popgun began to whine, and he heard air

rushing into the popgun. "Okay, Brad, say goodbye to

Houston!" The motor's whine increased and, suddenly, a thud

shook the entire structure.

An egg had just been launched.

Above him, the crane began moving back towards the egg

carton. Bradford, feeling like he'd just drunk poison,

struggled to remove the rest of the plastique. "Let's see,"

Jones was saying, "where to next? A Russian city? Why not?

How about ... Sverdlovsk? Always wanted to go to Sverdlovsk.

You going to let me go, Brad?" The claw grasped an egg,

began lifting it free of the carton.

The detonator was a microprocessor which control-fired

an electric charge into the plastique. Bradford discovered,

however, that his hands were shaking too much to key in any

of the codes. Above him, the claw dropped the egg; the

crash rattled him even more. "Goddammit!" Jones roared.

Then, abruptly, he laughed. "I know what you're up to,

Brad! You're trying to plant the charges! Sorry I thought

you were hiding! Will you forgive me?"

Immediately, Bradford began squirming out from under

the carton. He managed to slip underneath the popgun; the
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next instant brought a sharp crack, and a bullet slammed

into the wall just behind him. It made a tremendous dent in

the metal panelling; miraculously, it didn't ricochet all

over the chamber. However, Bradford thought he heard a soft

hissing sound.

"Well, I'd say you were definitely under the gun now,,"

Jones called, and laughed again. "'Under the gun.' Not bad

under the circumstances, eh? Look, why don't you come on

out? I promise I won't shoot you. I don't want your guts

floating all over the room. They'll foul the air, and I've

got a lot more eggs to launch."

Bradford took a deep breath, then peered around the gun

platform. Jones wasn't crawling under the carton after him.

Bradford slithered back over there and raised his head for a

quick look--Jones was facing the other way. He soundlessly

grabbed one of the eggs and fell back to the floor.

But Jones had evidently heard something, because there

was another loud crack. This time the bullet did ricochet;

Jones cried "Shit!" and fell to the floor himself. The

bullet pinged around the chamber for at least fifteen

seconds before finally sailing through the opening that led

to the lab.

With that, silence fell, except for the hissing, which

seemed louder. Presently Jones said, in an entirely cold,

flat voice, "I've wasted enough time on you, Bradford. Go
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ahead, set your charges. If I hurry I can take out two,

maybe three more cities. And you can forget about

Sverdlovsk. These'll be American."

Bradford turned over on his stomach and, cradling the

egg, began crawling beneath the carton. Overhead, the crane

was moving; a moment later the claw grasped another egg.

Jones's fingers flew over the keys as the crane carried the

egg to the popgun's breech. Bradford reached the end of the

carton, straightened, and began moving slowly towards Jones.

The claw dropped the egg into the slot, and the loading

mechanism inserted the egg into the chamber and closed the

breech. Bradford was now close enough to read the CRT;

Jones was scanning a list, probably of cities. Next to each

city was a group of numbers: launch coordinates. Jones

seemed to make a decision, and began keying in the numbers.

St. Louis.

Bradford threw the egg with all his strength. But

Jones must've known he was there--perhaps he'd seen a

reflection on the CRT--because he jumped aside, and the egg

slammed into the CRT, then rolled harmlessly to one side.

Jones, hanging onto the back of the chair, reached for the

gun, but by then Bradford was on him, his arm around Jones's

neck and his booted foot trying to kick Jones's hand free of

its anchor. Jones swung the gun around and slammed it into

the side of Bradford's head, but Bradford only tightened his
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grip. Jones finally let go of the chair and fell back

against the popgun, but as soon as Bradford released his

grip to try to throw a punch Jones had jammed the gun into

his throat.

Bradford raised his hands and, grinning, backed towards

the egg carton, "Thought you didn't want my guts floating

everywhere."

Jones's eyes were dark, dead, as was his voice.

"Goodbye, Dick." He raised the gun and pointed it at

Bradford's forehead.

"Really, Jonesy, I wouldn't foul the air if I were you.

Hear that hissing? I warned you about shooting in here. Now

air's escaping." He jerked his head to the left.

Jones took a quick, probably involuntary glance in that

direction, too, and Bradford flew forward again, his left

hand steering the gun away, his right hand reaching for the

claw which hung directly over Jones's head. He yanked hard

on it; the chain broke just as he'd hoped it would and he

rammed the claw into Jones's throat, then grabbed Jones's

other hand so Jones couldn't pull the claw free. Blood was

everywhere; Jones twisted and kicked. But Bradford held on

tight, tighter than he'd ever held Vicki, or Jeri Johansson,

or anyone he'd ever loved.

Eventually, after what seemed like hours, Jones went

limp. Bradford let him go, pulled the claw out of him, and
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threw it across the room. Then, unable to take his eyes

from the body, he backed away until he reached the egg

carton. Hoisting himself up on it, he began to sob.

16

Twenty-one hours into the mission.

Still sobbing, Bradford climbed the ladder to the

surface. If all went well, he'd have achieved liftoff and

rendezvous long before the charges detonated. But my, how

well everything had gone so far!

His helmet struck something, and he panicked. What if

Jones had locked them in? Calming himself, he pushed upward

with his helmet and felt the pressure plate give a little.

He exerted more force, it gave some more, and he climbed the

last few rungs. The plate fell open, and he hoisted himself

free and gazed around the barren moonscape. If not for him,

much of Earth might have wound up looking just like it.

He supposed he should have felt like a hero--whatever

that felt like--but he didn't. Instead he felt spent, empty,

lifeless, as lifeless as Jones, whom he had killed. Jones

had been right--every man was a killer. Even now Bradford

regarded his clear-headed ruthlessness in luring Jones under

the claw with the sort of detached horror with which he

usually regarded a nightmare, or anything else he would have

sworn was not real. Did it matter that, by killing Jones,

he'd spared the lives of millions? Had there been any other
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way to spare their lives except by killing Jones? If so,

would he have chosen it? Would he have chosen it when

killing Jones remained the surer way? Was killing ever not

the surer way?

Probably not. After all, the President, who'd wanted

what was best for mankind, had tried to kill Douglas

Bearden. Then his most trusted advisor, Ed Reinhart, had

killed former Secretary of State Humdingher. No doubt all

this killing had been with the best, the highest, of

motives, too. If these men had killed, they were no better

than Jones, who was, at best, 'psychotic. Nor was he, Richard

Evan Bradford, any better. Where would it end? Who, or

what, could rescue mankind? What, or who, would ever offer

mankind life as a solution?

He kicked the pressure plate shut, kicked sand over it

for some reason, and trudged to the excursion vehicle. He

looked at his watch; the capsule would be slinging by any

minute. He punched in the radio link to the module, started

the vehicle, and turned it around the way they'd come. A

little over a minute later the radio beeped and he said,

"Houston, this is Magellen Twelve. Do you copy."

A second later, Curtis answered, "This is Houston. Good

to hear your voice again, Dick. Jones with you?"

"No," Bradford said without feeling. "He's dead.

Charges are set. But there's a problem. There was...a module
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already in the mechanism. When we breached the installation

it.. .launched automatically. Telemetry suggested it'd

detonate over Houston. Over."

A new voice said, "Colonel Bradford, this is Robert

Lopescu. I don't think we have anything to worry about.

This particular contingency was anticipated, and steps have

been taken to intercept any modules launched, accidentally

or otherwise. Now that you've told us where it's heading,

it'll make our job that much easier."

"Thank God," Bradford breathed.

"I think we should thank God for you, Dick," Curtis

chirped. "Mr. Lopescu's filled me in on some things, and,

well, you're a hero."

Bradford almost laughed. "Ben, if I'm a hero, then so

is Jones." He exhaled heavily. "Vicki there, by any chance?"

"No. I expect she'll be here by splashdown. I'll

bring her with me, how's that?"

"Perfect. Tell the captain of whatever carrier picks

me up that he'll have a little ceremony to perform."

"Sounds good to me. Congratulations, Dick."

"Thanks, Ben. Oh, how'd you like to be my best man?"



XII.

RECOVERY

"Vicki here?" Bradford shouted as he jumped from the

helicopter to the carrier deck.

"What about four million Houstonians?" Curtis grinned.

He gave Bradford a hard hug, then steered him towards the

bridge. "Don't you want to know if the module was

intercepted?"

"If it hadn't been you wouldn't be smiling," Bradford

snapped. "I take it she isn't here, then."

"She called this morning, said something had come up in

Washington. Said she'd try to make it to the Cape." Curtis

squeezed him again. "Meanwhile, there's someone else who

wants to talk to you."

Bradford waved an arm in derision. "Really, Ben, I'd

rather not talk to Lopescu just yet.1"

"It's not Lopescu, " Curtis beamed, and swatted him on

the back.

* * *

Bradford had showered, crawled into a jumpsuit, and

poured himself a mug of steaming coffee when the knock came

on the cabin door. Despite Curtis's assurances Bradford was

convinced that, if his visitor wasn't Lopescu, it'd probably

be his deputy if not his successor. So, careful not to

spill anything from the too-full mug, he inched backwards to

560
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the bunk, carefully sat, took a cautious sip, then, setting

the mug on the floor, stretched out on the bunk and linked

his hands behind his head. He waited for the knock to come

again before he said, "Come in."

And then, suddenly and quite involuntarily, he was on

his feet as a smart-looking Marine ushered David Spender

into the room. "Mr. President," Bradford stammered.

"Not any more," Spender grinned, and took an

uncomfortable look around.

The room seemed to have shrunk; Bradford had forgotten

how big a man Spender was. He angled over to the tiny desk

and pulled out the chair. "Please, sit down, sir,1" he

offered.

Spender raised a hand. "Call me David." He did,

however, take the seat.

Bradford sat on the bunk again, though not before

almost knocking over the mug. "I'd offer you some coffee,

but I know you prefer milk. Is there anything else I can do

for you?"

"No," Spender said firmly. "As a matter of fact I wish

I were still in a position to do something for you. We all

owe you a tremendous debt. And I owe you an apology."

"For asking B--General Curtis to fire me?"

"For that and, well, my resignation will probably

ground the program for some time. That's too bad, since you
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finally seem to have grown comfortable with it. At least,

that's what Ben tells me," he added hastily.

He still seemed uncomfortable; abruptly he got to his

feet. "Gosh, it's cramped in here!" he complained, rubbing

his upper arms as if he were cold. "And this is an

officer's cabin. No wonder our military personnel have

emotional problems, if they're stuck in closets like this

all the time."

Bradford opened his mouth to speak but Spender cut him

of f. "Anyway, the reason I'm here is that I've let a lot of

people down--around the country, around the world, people

who were depending on me and the things I've started to give

a new freshness to their lives. I'm traveling around,

apologizing to as many as I can as soon as I can. You, and

your comrades in the space program, were among the first on

my list." He stood before Bradford, held out his hand.

"Again, my sincere apologies, and ny sincere thanks."

Bradford stared at the outstretched hand a moment, then

into Spender's eyes; in their own way they looked as dead as

Jones's had been. And why shouldn't they? This man's folly

had taken away Bradford's life, had killed him as certainly

as Jones's pistol would have. He had placed his trust in

this man, and had followed him to his doom, even as he had

followed Jones into the installation. And now this man had

the colossal arrogance to stand here and ask--no, ex-
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Presidents didn't ask--demand forgiveness.

At least Jones hadn't done that.

He turned away and muttered, "Maybe this'll teach us

all a lesson."

"Excuse me?" Spender whined, and shoved his hand

farther towards Bradford.

Bradford looked up at him. "I said, maybe this'll

teach us a lesson. Maybe next time someone asks us to

follow blindly after him we'll hesitate a little. Maybe

next time we'll listen to ourselves first, to our own

thoughts and feelings. We'll ask how this latest miracle

worker fits into our plans rather than how we fit into his.

And then, if we decide he doesn't fit, maybe we'll get down

on our knees and thank Whoever's In Charge for the freedom

to make that decision. 'Cause you see, Mr. President, that

kind of freedom's usually the first thing the miracle

workers take away."

Spender rolled well with the punches, but then, he was

a politician. He constructed a respectful smile and,

withdrawing his hand, said, "That was very eloquent,

Colonel. I disagree, of course. I believe most people are

looking for someone to lead them, and unless someone leads

them the right way someone else will lead them the wrong--"

"Yeah, but who tells you you're right?" Bradford

blurted, on his feet and breathing hard. "More important,
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who tells them?"

Spender drew back. "Well, they can make up their own

minds."

"Can they? If I saw all my neighbors running in a

certain direction chances are I wouldn't stop to ponder the

rightness or wrongness of it! It's mob rule, Mr. President,

don't you see? And whoever controls the mob--"

Abruptly he realized what he was doing and sank to the

bunk. "Sorry," he said limply; then, with more spirit: "I

forgot--you can't abide pessimism."

"I know how you must feel," Spender said after a

moment. "Jones played you for a fool."

Bradford looked up, grinned mirthlessly. "That

statement just proves you haven't the slightest idea how I

feel."

Deafening silence followed this; at length Spender

moved towards the door. "Well, I guess I should be going,,"

he said; Bradford got the impression Spender would have used

the same airy tone had Bradford accepted his apology. "It's

been a pleasure to see you again," he added, "and to talk

with you." He reached for the latch.

Though he hadn't intended to speak again, Bradford

heard himself say, "You know, Mr. Pr--David, you have let us

down, but not in the way you think. Sure, the New World

Spirit's in the toilet and people are going to be drifting
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along for a while, but that's not so bad. What is bad is

that you thought you knew the answer, and you don't. In that

way I guess you've let yourself down, too."

Spender smiled. "Well, Colonel, if that's true, then

maybe I've done some people a service after all. Now they

can cross another possibility off their lists." He pulled

his smart brown jacket taut, opened the door, greeted the

Marine jovially, and was gone.

Glib bastard, Bradford thought, and reached down for

the mug. Naturally, the coffee was cold. He stood, thought

a moment, and poured it back into the coffee maker. After

another moment's thought he slammed the mug to the counter

and switched the coffee maker off. He moved to his right,

shoved the chair back under the desk, then went the other

way, towards the door. He was reaching for the lightswitch

when he heard another knock.

"Colonel Bradford? It's Robert Lopescu. May I come

in?"

Bradford had to laugh. "What the hell were you doing,

Lopescu--listening down the hall?"

"I would like to speak with you, sir. "

Sir, was it? Maybe Lopescu wanted to thank him for

telling the ex-President to go to hell. "Sure, why not?" he

sighed, and moved back towards the bunk.

Lopescu, however, looked like he was in anything but a
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festive mood as he opened the door and announced, "I'm

afraid I have some rather unpleasant news."



XIII.

DEBRIEFING

As soon as Bradford entered Mission Control Gabriella

was in his arms. "Dick, you made it back! You made it

back! At last there's no one between us!"

Bradford thrust her away so violently she tripped on

her spiked heels and fell in a heap. "No, there isn't, is

there?" he roared. "Your husband's dead! But, for your

information, he didn't just marry you for cover! He loved

you!"

He began walking down the hall, but she shrieked like a

helpless child and crawled after him, clawing at his feet.

"No! I didn't mean him! I meant Vicki!"

He stopped cold. "Have you seen her? Spoken to her?"

"She wrote me a letter." She was on her knees, her

hands high on his leg. "She told me I could have you. She

told me it was plain I loved you and that you deserved love

and not what she'd given you."

"Liar!" It was all he could think of to say.

"No! No!" She let go of him, and he darted out of her

reach while she searched her purse. "She told me to give you

this!"

She held out the crumpled paper; he was afraid to

approach lest she grab him again, and she seemed to sense

this because after a few moments she screamed and threw it

567
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at him, then threw her face to the floor and shook silently,

as if being flogged by something inside.

* * *

Bradford stood outside the condo, read the note one

more time:

Dick,

If you're reading this it proves Gabriella

isn't the woman you think she is. She loves

you, far more than I. She's played her

little games, but at least she's never tried

to hide who she really was. Not the way I

have.

Don't try to find me. Don't come to the

condo. Don't come back to Washington at all.

Go back to St. Louis, and listen to your

silence, and stop trying to be a hero of any

sort, because if you succeed someone else may

fall in love with you, the way I have, and then

hurt you, the way I must.

I work for the CIA. So does Riley. We

followed you to the steakhouse that night, and

put on our little show. The Company had been

looking for a Soviet mole--I'm sure you know

what that is--in the space program. We'd

suspected it was Jones for years but we couldn't
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prove it. My assignment was to get close to you

and try to keep you close to the space program,

and therefore close to Jones. But I got too

close to you.

My assignment was to fulfill your every need,

get you to practically worship me. But in doing so

I've certainly become familiar with hell. Please

don't think you should share it with me.

Goodbye, my first and only true love.

Vicki

He folded the note carefully again and walked straight

up to the door and unlocked it; Lopescu had given him the

key. Inside the laughter immediately ceased and Riley, in

cutoffs and t-shirt, totally shed his gorgeous tan. "Oh

no," he whispered. "Good God," Vicki muttered; she wore

even shorter cutoffs and a billowing cotton something that,

ironically, hid almost nothing. She sank onto the couch and

hid her head in her hands.

Bradford didn't hesitate, threw his full weight into

the punch. There was little pain and Riley flew nearly all

the way across the room. Bradford threw the note towards

Vicki. "Your boss is mad at you. He told you both to leave

the country."

Riley sat up, wiped what Bradford dearly hoped was

blood away from his lips. "What's that?" he rasped,
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pointing at the note.

Vicki caught Bradford's eye, mouthed the words,

"Please, Dick, we just got married."

Bradford immediately laughed. "It's a love note, Riley.

What's the matter--wasn't that part of your plan? Looks

like she's got a deep, dark secret she wants to keep from

you, too."

Riley was very quick: he reached the note before she

did. He read it, then roared, "Bitch!" and nailed her a good

one across the mouth.

Bradford almost went for him, almost protected her,

almost would have killed Riley, as he had almost wept when

Vicki had said they were married. But after meeting Lopescu

he'd begun to learn the value of self-control.

He turned to go. "If it's any comfort, Riley, Vicki

told me something would come along to pull us apart. I had

my something. Now you have yours."

"My name's not Vicki," she said. "It's Rachel, Rachel

Ordway."

"Wrong. Your name is Rachel Riley. And my name's not

Dick Bradford. It's Chump, P. Chump, the 'p' being for

'prize.' See you around, gang."

"Dick--wait!" He heard her bare feet flapping after

him; he wanted to run but apparently his newfound self-

control still had some bugs in it. He stood there, allowed
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himself to feel her arms around his neck and her breasts

against his back, allowed himself to hear her plead, "Take

me with you! I can't stay here with him now!"

"Go ahead, Brad," Riley said lifelessly. "I'll give

her an annullment. I'll give her anything she wants,, dammit.

I told myself that the very first time I saw her."

And then Riley looked at him, and his eyes were wide

and entirely sad. Bradford could tell he'd really loved

Vicki, and for just an instant he felt sorry for him.

But no! Lopescu was right: emotion meant pain! Emo-

tion was wasted energy, energy meant for other, higher

functions!

Without another word he turned back--for the last

time--to the open door. And, for the last time, he felt a

woman cling to him.

"Dick--please take me with you!"

"No, Mrs. Riley," he said tonelessly. "Don't try to

find me. Don't come to St. Louis. Don't come to the Cape.

You might try the Canadian Rockies; with any luck you'll get

lost and die in an avalanche or something."

It was remarkably easy this time to break away from her

grasp. In fact she seemed to bounce off him, as if a barrier

had been erected around him, a barrier nothing could

penetrate.


