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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


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




Author’s Note


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




1


OVER THE MOON


Flight Crew Office


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


4:42 p.m.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Mark? Did you not hear me, buddy?”


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


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


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


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


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


“Will do, Mark.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Consider it done, boss.”


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


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


Swallowing, Heydrich answered, “Ja, but …”


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


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


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


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


Carson and Ourecky nodded glumly.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I am, sir.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Done, boss.”


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


9:25 a.m.


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


“What do you mean?”


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


“What do you mean?”


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


“I thought …”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“No. What?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Forest Park Apartments, Dayton, Ohio


3:10 p.m., Monday, July 21, 1969


Returning from his weekly trip to empty his post office box, Eric Yost clumsily negotiated his way through the door and into the apartment. He dumped the week’s accumulation on the kitchen table, hobbled into the living room, and plopped down in a chair. Grunting, he heaved his cast-encased foot into another chair. This was his fourth cast since December; the tiny bones in his foot and ankle were taking forever to heal. The foot throbbed with pain that never completely subsided, regardless of what he did to abate it. On a positive note, the plaster shackle was due to come off next week. If the follow-up X-rays revealed sufficient healing, Yost would not be fitted with a new cast, but his orthopedic doctor had warned him that he might have to endure the lingering pains for the rest of his life.


He carefully parted the thick curtains, opening them just enough to peer out, and watched the parking lot for several minutes to see if he had been followed. He was absolutely certain that the loan shark was still dispatching his goons to prowl for him. Thankfully, they apparently hadn’t discovered he was staying at Kroll’s apartment and was driving Kroll’s Mustang. With his van safely stashed at a remote parking lot on base, he might as well have vanished from the face of the earth. He hadn’t been back to his house on Elm Street since he was ambushed in December, especially since a friend from his old neighborhood informed him that suspicious-looking men occasionally parked on the street and watched the vacant dwelling.


Confident that he hadn’t been tailed, Yost pulled the curtains tight and focused his attention on the mail. The burgeoning stack contained little else but bills, junk mail, and bad news. Several pieces concerned the house on Elm Street. Accompanying a long overdue electric bill, a terse letter from Dayton Power & Light threatened to disconnect his power if he didn’t pay up in a timely manner. He hadn’t bothered to pay his bill in several weeks, so the warning was certainly not a surprise.


The city had shut off his water back in March, but not until after he had received a massive water bill for February. It wasn’t difficult to surmise what happened. He hadn’t winterized his plumbing before abandoning the house, so without electricity, the pipes surely froze solid in the first cold snap and then later burst. He could only imagine the extent of the damage and was sure that the structure’s underpinnings had long since been reduced to a sopping mass of rotted wood and stinking mold. He wondered if the house would ever be worth returning to, or whether he could ever hope to sell it and recoup the money he had sunk into the dump. It was another bottomless money pit courtesy of his ex-wife; Gretchen just couldn’t be content living in the perfectly good quarters available on base.


Winnowing through the batch of mail, he found an airmail letter from his former supervisor—Dan Kroll—all the way from Thailand. Kroll’s temporary duty assignment had been extended until the end of the year, but he stated that his wife had experienced a falling out with her mother in Oregon and probably would be coming back to Dayton soon. Kroll didn’t set an exact date, but made it clear that if Anna returned to Ohio before he came off TDY, Yost would need to make himself scarce. That was not welcome news; although he had planned to be here at least until August, it was highly likely that he would lose both the apartment and use of the Mustang in short order.


He considered his options. Moving back to his old house obviously wasn’t practical, since it probably wasn’t even habitable. He had already looked into relocating into the transient billets on base, but the downside was that his behavior would be subject to much more intense scrutiny. He also considered volunteering for temporary overseas assignments, even Vietnam if no other gigs were available, but his records had been administratively flagged in such a manner that he could not leave Wright-Patterson. Besides that, even without the administrative flag, he couldn’t go TDY until the cast came off for good.


Finally, at the bottom of the stack, he glimpsed a letter that offered at least a glimmering prospect of good news. Yost anxiously ripped open an envelope from Argosy magazine. He had held out high hope that the glossy “men’s adventure” monthly would be interested in his information about UFOs stored and studied at Wright-Patt, but his heart sank as he recognized that it was just another rejection letter. As he angrily ripped the paper to shreds, he realized that it was not just another rejection letter, but it was the last rejection letter. With this missive, he had been snubbed by every single publication—eighteen in all—that he had contacted back in February.


Cursing, he shoved aside the heap of mail and contemplated what he had to accomplish before Anna came back. Long before it had disappeared, the cat had succeeded in ruining the carpet and virtually every piece of furniture in the apartment. Kroll would surely be outraged when he found out, but it certainly wasn’t Yost’s fault, any more than when the feline escaped through the door that he had briefly left open to ventilate the smoke from a pot of charred pinto beans. Yost was fairly certain of the cat’s ultimate fate; there was plenty of physical evidence in the parking lot to indicate that it had been brutally mauled by a roaming pack of stray dogs.


Looking around, he seriously thought about tidying up the clutter and disarray. The trash can overflowed with garbage. Topped by a cast iron frying pan dripping with rancid grease, several weeks’ worth of dirty dishes were piled in the filthy sink. A foul stench emanated from the bathroom; the toilet regularly overflowed, and Yost had finally gotten tired of trying to repair it. Even though the place was in shambles, he dreaded the thought of vacating Kroll’s apartment. Yost’s hands shuddered as he realized that it would merely be a matter of time before the loan shark’s goons got the drop on him. With no other practical options to elude them, he would probably have to resort to residing in his van again.


Gnashing his teeth and grimacing, he recognized that rather than wallow in misery, it was high time to take decisive action. He reached for a large plastic medicine bottle on the kitchen counter. His pain management needs allowed him to legally tap into a nearly endless supply of government issue codeine tablets. While he wasn’t particularly fond of the chronic constipation that came with the narcotic, he had grown accustomed to its soothing blanket of numbness. He popped open the bottle’s lid, gulped down two tablets, and chased them with a generous helping of Old Crow.


As the pain in his leg dissipated slightly, he referred to an index card that bore an official address that he’d copied down from a book in the Dayton Public Library. He filled another glass with Old Crow and then slowly drafted a letter to the “Embassy of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics” in Washington, DC. Smiling, he glanced at the fragments of Argosy’s rejection letter. If those damned magazines weren’t interested in his UFO story, he mused, then the Russians surely would be, and probably would be willing to shell out considerably more compensation for his efforts.


Wright Arms Apartments, Dayton, Ohio
5:55 p.m., Tuesday, July 22, 1969


Grinning, Ourecky closed the door behind him, went straightaway to the fridge, grabbed a cold bottle of Schlitz, popped off the cap with an opener, turned on the window-mounted air conditioner, switched on the television, kicked off his shoes, and then sprawled out on the couch. He had arrived home just in time for the evening news. The Apollo 11 astronauts were on their way home; they were set to reenter the atmosphere and splash down on Thursday.


There was supposed to be a live telecast from Apollo 11 later this evening. The other big news item of the day concerned Senator Ted Kennedy—JFK’s brother—of Massachusetts; he had left the scene of an auto accident this past Friday in which a former RFK campaign staffer, Mary Jo Kopechne, was found drowned in his submerged car near a bridge on Chappaquiddick Island. Ourecky found it ironic that the senator’s tragic wreck had occurred in the very week that the greatest legacy of his brother—the late President John F. Kennedy—was coming to fruition.


He glanced at the clock on the wall; Carson would be here in thirty minutes, and he mused whether he had time to snatch a quick shower. After the Apollo 11 broadcast, they were heading out to dinner at a steakhouse to celebrate their latest assignment. On September 9, slightly more than a month away, they were going back upstairs.


In a whirlwind turn of events, he and Carson had gone from being summarily grounded to back-up crew status to finally being elevated to the prime crew for the September mission to intercept a Soviet radar surveillance satellite that threatened US and NATO fleets operating in the North Atlantic.


The ever-cautious Tew had wanted to punt the Navy’s proposed mission to the next scheduled launch window—in December—but Admiral Tarbox was insistent that the Soviet satellite be disrupted at the earliest opportunity. Angry with Tew’s reluctance, the scrappy admiral swooped straight from Ohio to Washington, where he spent the weekend lobbying high-level officials. As of this afternoon, since they were woefully unprepared to fly on such short notice, Jackson and Sigler were pulled off the mission, and he and Carson were ordered to immediately start training in earnest. As Ourecky had heard it, the unequivocal order to fly in September had come directly from the White House. While he was sure that some fear and trepidation would eventually set in, Ourecky was ecstatic at this point.


As he sipped his beer, the door started to open unexpectedly. “Drew?” he asked, sitting upright. Carson had developed an annoyingly bad habit of just popping in unannounced.


“No, dear. Sorry to disappoint you, but it’s just me, the woman you’re married to,” said Bea, pushing the door open with her shoulder and dropping her small suitcase just inside the living room. She was dressed in jeans, a tie-died T-shirt, and leather huarache sandals. She wore no makeup, no bra, her hair was tousled, and her eyes slightly bloodshot.


“It’s Tuesday. I thought you were scheduled to fly until Thursday, like normal.”


“It’s so nice to see you too, dear,” she said.


“Hey, I didn’t mean it like that,” he replied, holding his beer as he stood up to hug her. “I’m just surprised that you’re home today.”


“Oh my God. Beer? Scott, please pour that out,” she begged, nudging away his hand with the condensation-beaded Schlitz bottle. “I just can’t bear the smell of beer right now.”


Slightly bemused, he went to the kitchen, emptied the beer in the sink, and ran water after it. She was already sitting on the couch, removing her sandals, when he returned to the living room. He sat down beside her and asked, “Bea, are you all right? You don’t look very good.”


“I think you had better sit down, Scott. I have some news.”


“Uh, dearest, I am sitting down.” She has news? he thought. Even though he couldn’t share it with her, he couldn’t possibly imagine any news being more momentous than the news he had received today. But it only took a moment for him to realize that he was mistaken.


“Scott, I’m pregnant,” she exclaimed, with a worried expression on her face.


Utterly stunned, he couldn’t speak for a moment. Finally, he regained his composure, hugged her, and exclaimed, “Wow! You’re pregnant! A baby! Bea, that’s great news. We need to call my parents tonight. They’ll be thrilled. And Drew’s coming over in a little bit. We’re going out to the Pine Club to … uh … have a steak. Hey, we’ll all go together and celebrate. This is great!”


Her face suddenly turned pale; he wasn’t sure if her change of countenance was brought on by his mention of red meat, Drew Carson or both, but it was fairly obvious that his plans for the evening—and for the next few months—were subject to rapid change.


She leaned away and put her hand on his forearm. “I’m happy, too, but it’s not necessarily good news. I was so sick yesterday that I couldn’t fly, so I laid over in Atlanta at Sally’s place. I didn’t get a wink of sleep last night. I flew in this morning and went straight to the doctor.”


“Why didn’t you call?” he asked.


“I didn’t think it was serious and I didn’t know if you were back in town. At first, I thought it was a stomach bug, like the Posts and the Sikes had last week. Boy, was I ever wrong.”


“But, Bea, it’s still great news.”


“Scott, this baby is going to flip our lives completely upside down. We sure didn’t plan on it. We’ll need to move because this place is way too small for us and a little one. I’ll have to quit flying, at least until the baby arrives and maybe a long time after that. I may never be able to go back to flying. The scheduling office is already making arrangements for me to work as a gate clerk, but I don’t know how long I’ll be able to do that.”


Her lower lip quivered. She leaned against his shoulder and started crying softly. “Scott, I’m just not ready for all this. I wish my mum was here so I could talk to her.”


He held her and said, “Look, Bea, we’re okay for money, especially with this last promotion, so there’s no need for you to keep working. And I’m sure that we can qualify for quarters on base, a two-bedroom or maybe even a three-bedroom for later when …”


Frowning, she looked up at him. “Please don’t say that. We need to take this one step at a time. And Scott, I really don’t want to move on base. I grew up in absolutely wretched military quarters all over the world, and that’s not where I would choose to raise a child.”


“Fine,” he said abruptly. “We’ll find a place in town. That’s not a problem.”


She pulled the last Kleenex from the box on the coffee table, wiped her eyes and then blew her nose. “Scott, that’s not all. The doctor saw some things on my blood work that he wasn’t happy with, so they want to run more tests tomorrow. He said I have an iron deficiency and that there may be other possible complications. He said I might not even be able to carry this baby to term. In fact, I may never be able to have a baby.” She started sobbing again.


There was a knock at the door. It opened, and Carson stepped in, bearing a bottle of scotch. “Hey, I saw Bea’s red VW roller skate outside,” he said. “I thought she wasn’t …”


Ourecky anxiously shook his head.


“Uh, I take it that this is not a good time?” asked Carson.


“I’ll call you later,” replied Ourecky. “Sorry, Drew. Hey, I’ll see you in the morning, okay?”


Carson nodded. “Do whatever you have to do, Scott. I’ll cover it with Virgil if you need to come in a little late tomorrow. We have a tight schedule, but I know that we can catch up.”


Aboard Air Force One, arriving at Johnston Island
4:58 p.m., Wednesday, July 23, 1969


As the big jet rolled to a stop, Tew looked up from his note cards and glanced outside. A phalanx of khaki-clad, white-helmeted Army military police immediately assumed perimeter positions on the tarmac. Apollo 11 was scheduled to splash down tomorrow, and President Nixon was on his way to the aircraft carrier USS Hornet for the historic moment.


By sheer coincidence, Johnston Island was the closest US-controlled landmass to the recovery site, so it was being used as an intermediate stopover. On the president’s return trip from the Hornet, Tew was slated to give him a quick tour of the Pacific Departure Facility launch site, if his hectic schedule permitted. The president had apparently expressed a tremendous interest in Blue Gemini after June’s successful mission.


Given only a few days’ notice, Tew had hustled to join the flight in San Francisco this morning. Wolcott had remained at Wright-Patt so that they could get a jump on preparing Carson and Ourecky for September’s mission.


While Tew bore misgivings about sending up the wayward pair again, especially so soon, he knew that they were the only ones capable of successfully pulling off the rapidly impending mission. He had also learned that the president, a former Navy man, was apparently swift to defer to the Navy’s position in any inter-service arguments; Tew’s suggestion of delaying the launch was quickly squelched, apparently soon after the Chief of Naval Operations visited the Oval Office for coffee and a quick conversation on Monday morning.


Despite the opportunity to personally escort the new Commander-in-Chief through the Project’s launch facilities, Tew had an ulterior motive for the impromptu venture. Given the opening, he felt confident that he could thwart Tarbox’s plan. He was sure that he could convince the president that it was foolhardy to execute the Navy’s mission on such short notice, and that they should either revert the launch date back to December or abandon the flight altogether. After all, Blue Gemini’s charter was to intercept and interdict suspected Soviet nuclear weapons—Orbital Bombardment Systems—in space, and while the Gemini-I had proven effective at destroying other satellites, that wasn’t the intent.


Tew had been ensconced in the rearmost compartment of the plane for the entire journey. He had seen the president one time during the flight, an encounter that lasted perhaps fifteen seconds, during which time Nixon casually mentioned that this would actually be his second visit to Johnston Island, since he had been on the atoll very briefly during his wartime service.


As a set of boarding stairs was moved into position, the head of the Secret Service detail announced over the PA system: “Everyone, please remain in your seats until the official party has departed the plane and you are granted clearance to stand up.”


Looking out his window, Tew watched as President Nixon, Secretary of State William Rogers, Henry Kissinger, Apollo 8 astronaut Frank Borman, and a small party descended the metal stairs, where they were greeted by Admiral John McCain, the base commander, and some officers that Tew didn’t recognize.


Despite the blistering heat, Nixon wore a dark gray suit complete with tie. He waved to a group of spectators—a mix of military personnel and some civilian workers—and then went over to shake hands and speak to them. Less than ten minutes later, he boarded the Marine One helicopter and promptly departed the island.


As the helicopter flew away, an aide tapped Tew’s shoulder. Looking like he was barely out of college, he was one of several personal aides on the flight. “General Tew?” he asked.


“Yes?” replied Tew. His long-sleeved shirt was damp with perspiration. With the air conditioning switched off, the temperature inside the plane had already started to climb significantly, and he anticipated that it would be nearly unbearable in just a few minutes.


“General, I need to pass on the president’s regrets. He had hoped to speak with you today, at least briefly. He’ll return for a few hours after the splashdown, and if his schedule permits, he’ll see your launch facility then. Until then, we’ve made arrangements for you to stay here on the island. There are VIP quarters, but there may not be any space available since most of the president’s party is remaining here tonight. They are putting up some overflow tents, though.”


“Of course,” sniffed Tew, shaking his head as he loosened his tie. “But I’ll be able to escort the president to the launch facility tomorrow, right?”


“Really, sir, I wouldn’t absolutely count on it. I don’t know if you’ve been watching the news this week, but Japan is very upset with us because they just discovered that we’ve been storing chemical weapons on Okinawa without their permission. They were moved there during the Kennedy Administration, and there was an accidental release last week.”


“I’m very aware of that, young man.”


The aide shrugged. “Well, sir, the Japanese are adamant that those chemical munitions be moved out of Okinawa, and there’s a good chance that they will be coming here to Johnston Island. All of this just came up, and the president is supposed to receive a briefing on the options tomorrow. I’m guessing that will probably trump your sightseeing tour. Sorry, General.”


As he watched the young aide stroll away to speak to someone else, Tew fumed. While the opportunity to fly on Air Force One was exhilarating, it looked unlikely that he would be able to brief Nixon tomorrow, and would lose over forty-eight hours of work as a result of this folly. And those were forty-eight hours that he could scarcely afford to squander at this critical time.


So here he was—an Air Force major general, due to receive his third star in short order—and he was effectively treated as a faceless nobody. He would probably spend the night on a borrowed cot in a sweltering tent and then depart tomorrow on a cargo plane crowded with support personnel. It was absolutely amazing; he personally oversaw the third largest manned space program in the world, and yet he could not be any more anonymous.


Filyovsky Park, Western Administrative Okrug, Moscow, USSR
9:35 a.m., Sunday, July 27, 1969


The morning air was cool, almost unseasonably so, and the sky sparkling clear. Climbing out of his sedan, Gregor Mikhailovich Yohzin mused that it was a truly excellent day for a jaunt in the park. A major general in the RVSN—Soviet Strategic Rocket Forces—Yohzin oversaw the initial testing of medium-range ballistic missile prototypes at the Kapustin Yar cosmodrome.


Presently, he was in Moscow on a temporary assignment with the GRU, at their “Aquarium” headquarters near Khodinka Airport, writing summaries of NASA technical reports concerning the American Apollo lunar program. He was still compelled to juggle his normal RVSN chores and the brief stints working for the GRU. Between the two organizations, he spent roughly one week out of every month in the capital city and three weeks at Kapustin Yar.


Reflecting on the NASA reports, Yohzin sighed as he contemplated the gross disparities between the Americans and himself. He envied the Americans, particularly for the vast resources that were made available to them, as well as the tremendous intellectual freedom they were afforded. In contrast, he felt like Sisyphus, the Greeks’ mythic prototype of futility, compelled to roll an enormous boulder uphill, only to watch it roll back down again, over and over and over.


If there was even the slightest benefit to his Sisyphean existence, it was that his workdays had a set pattern and structure. As a small child during the last gasps of the Russian Empire, Yohzin had experienced the turmoil and chaos of the Bolshevik Revolution; as a middle-aged man, he relished a calm, almost monotonous routine. Except when he was engaged in a unusually demanding test regimen, or when he was compelled to travel to Moscow to work with the GRU or participate in administrative busywork, his days at Kapustin Yar were just about as predictable as a worker’s at a textile factory or farming collective. Virtually every day at six o’clock, he returned home to his humble apartment. Once there, he would join his family for supper, then retire to his study for an hour of tranquil solitude, and then accompany his wife for their daily stroll through the central commons. Content in seeming dullness, his placid life could almost be measured out by a metronome.


They lived in a town affectionately called Znamensk by its denizens but officially known as Kapustin Yar-1. The dreary settlement of apartment buildings lay in the center of the massive cosmodrome and had been purposely constructed to accommodate the personnel who worked there. An enormous number of military personnel, engineers, scientists, and their families called it home. They strived to make their lives there as normal as possible, despite the ever-present dangers in their midst. Like the top secret military facility that surrounded them, their little town appeared on no maps and was all but sealed to outsiders. It was a relatively comfortable existence, but Yohzin wished that his two sons could attend better schools. In his opinion, his boys weren’t being challenged academically, at least not to the extent that they should be, and they would suffer for this shortfall once they matriculated to their post-secondary education.


As he strolled along the oxbow bend of the Moscow River that encircled Filyovsky Park, Yohzin recalled the unusual incident at the Paris Air Show last month, when the Germans made contact with him. He had attended the prestigious event at the behest of the GRU, which wanted him to scrutinize new American rocket and spacecraft technology on display. True to their nature, probably concerned that he might capitalize on the foreign travel to defect to the West, the GRU assigned a pair of operatives to keep watch over him. After distracting his GRU babysitters, an unseen German had briefly spoken to him before slipping him a note with a Moscow phone number. Although he hadn’t seen the man’s face, the voice was very familiar, and he was almost certain that he was one of the former V-2 engineers Yohzin had worked with just after the War.


Yohzin suspected that the brief encounter in Paris was some form of recruitment effort, perhaps a prelude to an invitation to participate in espionage, but he still held out hope that his old German friends were sincerely reaching out to him. Although he should have immediately reported the approach, he held onto the note as he mulled over the offer for several days, anxious to know if it was worth the risk.


Finally, last night, he was done vacillating. His curiosity overcame his reluctance and he called the phone number. After agreeing to a day and time, a calm voice hastily dispensed instructions for a clandestine meeting this morning in the park.


With tail wagging briskly, Yohzin’s faithful Alsatian—Magnus—kept pace at his left heel. On a quiet stretch of the river, a light sheen—possibly an oil film—glistened on the water’s surface. Yohzin walked for approximately fifteen minutes before locating a distinctive landmark that had been designated as a starting point. He carefully counted paces before spotting a dark-shaded stone that jutted out slightly from a stone wall, perhaps just a fraction of a centimeter.


“Sitz, hund,” ordered Yohzin, gesturing toward a spot next to the stone wall as he tugged lightly on the dog’s lead. He crouched down and tightened his shoelaces. Making sure that no one was within the immediate vicinity, he slightly dislodged the loose stone and retrieved a tightly folded scrap of paper that had been wedged beside it.


He took a seat on a nearby park bench and unfolded yesterday’s edition of Pravda. Pretending to read the newspaper, he memorized the terse instructions on the tiny note. The directions were simple enough: He was to continue walking on the path by the river until he saw a man wearing a gray jacket carrying a dark green umbrella under his left arm. The man would ask for directions to the nearest subway station, and Yohzin was to direct him to the Filyovsky stop on Minskaya Street. If it was not safe to meet, the man would carry the umbrella under his right arm. Likewise, Yohzin would carry his rolled newspaper in his right hand if it was safe to meet, or in his left if it was not.


After he digested his instructions, he digested the paper … literally. In accordance with his instructions, he slipped it into his mouth, chewed it up and swallowed the evidence. Surprisingly, the taste wasn’t entirely unpleasant, even slightly sweet, and the scrap all but melted in his mouth. Yohzin suspected that the note was written on edible rice paper.


Following the specified security precautions, he walked on. Conscious that he might be strolling to his doom, Yohzin’s heart pounded in his chest. His palms were sweaty, his hands trembled, his stomach was queasy, and a rivulet of sweat burned his eyes. He was well aware that the clandestine meeting could be an insidious trap orchestrated by the GRU or KGB, and in mere moments, he could be in a dire predicament, even more perilous than working around experimental rockets. Now regretting his decision, he almost pivoted around to walk back to his car. But he elected to press on, so strong was the luring prospect of seeing his German associates again.


The path narrowed as it traversed a low area that was a maze of dense thickets, lush undergrowth, and tangled vines. Slowing his pace, peering through a gap in the vegetation, Yohzin glimpsed a man who matched the physical description he had been given. The man had obviously selected a blind spot in the path for their meeting place. Still very apprehensive, Yohzin looked for potential escape routes. Also conscious that the stranger might be accompanied by confederates, lurking in the shadows, he vigilantly scanned the surroundings.


As he closed the gap, Yohzin shifted his newspaper to his right hand. He paused briefly, and looked towards Magnus; the dog’s hackles were raised, as if he knew that he was in the midst of great danger.


“Pardon me, but I’m not from Moscow and I’m a little befuddled. Is there a subway station nearby?” asked the man in Russian, holding out a tourist map that depicted the Metro underground transit network. Slightly taller than Yohzin, the stranger was handsome, well groomed, and was graced with an athletic frame. He wore black-framed glasses that appeared to be of Soviet manufacture. His face bore distinct features that hinted of a Scandinavian lineage. He appeared to be in his mid to late thirties.


“Uh, the closest stop is the Line Four concourse on Minskaya Street,” answered Yohzin in a faltering voice, using the pre-arranged safety phrase he had memorized earlier. Drawing in a deep breath, he gathered his composure. He gestured towards the southeast and added, “It’s about half a kilometer from here, in that direction.”


“Spasiba,” replied the man. He then quietly asked a few questions to verify that Yohzin was legitimate.


Although this stretch of the path was largely deserted, they weren’t entirely alone; even as they exchanged their verbal bona fides, a sailor swaggered by, wearing the insignia of the Black Sea Fleet. Likely home on furlough, the seaman was accompanied by a fetching young woman with brunette hair. Recognizing Yohzin’s rank as he drew near, the sailor saluted stiffly, and Yohzin returned the gesture.


The “tourist” stooped down to admire Magnus. “What a handsome dog,” he commented. “Obviously a purebred. What kind is he?”


Yohzin swiftly deduced that the stranger was not who he expected, since any German worth his strudel would have immediately recognized Magnus’s breed. He wasn’t Russian, either; his spoken Russian was too good. As if it had been entirely acquired in a sterile classroom, the stranger’s speech lacked any peculiar nuances or inflections that might have associated him with a particular region or city. Gnashing his teeth, Yohzin could not believe that he had been so naive, and stringently hoped that he had not been lured into a trap. “You’re not German?” he asked bluntly.


“No,” answered the man, standing to his feet. He extended his hand. “American. I’m Smith.”


Yohzin grudgingly shook the man’s hand. “Smith? Don’t Americans use first names as well?”


“No, just call me Smith, at least for the moment. Sorry for the deception, but we weren’t sure you would cooperate if you knew it was us instead of the Germans.” Just a few feet above them, a gray dove swished by, on its way to light in a nearby tree.


Glowering, Yohzin shook his head. He gestured for Magnus to lie down; the dog did so, and focused its gaze on a gaggle of geese frolicking at the river’s edge. Sensing the canine’s attention, the geese scattered.


“The message in Paris stated that I might have an opportunity to see my German friends again,” said Yohzin. “Was that a lie?”


“Not entirely. In time, we can arrange that meeting with your old acquaintances,” answered Smith, clearly striving to put him at ease. “But in the meantime, we have a favor to ask of you.”


“You want information.”


“Exactly,” answered Smith. “So, General Yohzin, are you willing to consider an offer? Since you came here, you had to suspect that we were interested in purchasing information. We know of your work with the RVSN. We’re willing to pay handsomely, depending on the quality and timeliness of what you might provide. It could be a very lucrative situation for you.”


“Nyet,” replied Yohzin emphatically. He was amazed at the Americans’ cavalier willingness to engage in such an audacious gamble. “I am not interested in striking a bargain with you, Smith, regardless of your nationality. And money holds absolutely no interest for me, since I couldn’t possibly spend it here without drawing undue attention to myself.”


“Then perhaps you could spend it elsewhere,” noted Smith. He seemed to be slightly off balance, perhaps because he was likely accustomed to dealing with greedy opportunists who were primarily motivated by money or other material reward. “Maybe you could spend it in America. We could eventually spirit you out of the Soviet Union, and you could retire in the United States, with a king’s ransom to boot.”


Yohzin smiled and asked, “How do you know that I’m not going to just call the GRU and have you arrested? How do you know that this is not a trap?”


The American chuckled and replied, “And how do you know that this is not a trap? I could just be a thug, biding my time until I bash in your skull, or I could be a GRU officer myself. How would you know? In any event, if the GRU or KGB was to swoop in and nab us right now, you would certainly have some explaining to do. Anyway, we’re just chatting here, exploring possibilities. It’s merely a conversation.”


Yohzin shook his head. “Maybe, but I am still not inclined to sell my nation’s secrets, and since I seriously doubt that you might entice me to do so, perhaps it’s best that we just go our separate ways and forget that we ever met.”


“If you insist,” said Smith. “It was nice to make your acquaintance, even if we could not come to an agreement. That phone number will always be answered, in case you change your mind. If the notion of money offends you so much, perhaps you might think of a more palatable arrangement.”


“I don’t think so,” replied Yohzin. “And I think it’s futile to pursue this discussion any further.”


“Circumstances often change, Comrade General.”


“And just as often, they don’t,” replied Yohzin, turning to leave. He softly clicked his tongue, and Magnus took his place at his left heel. “Do svidaniya, Smith.”
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THE GHOST FROM WEST VIRGINIA


Forward Operating Base—Command and Control North
MACV-SOG
Da Nang, Republic of Vietnam
1:25 p.m., Monday, August 4, 1969


Sergeant First Class Nestor Glades patiently sat through the final debriefing with his team, recounting the intimate details of a six-day mission to locate an NVA communications relay site. The mission had been a resounding success and he had brought back his team—unscathed—as well as two high-value prisoners. Now it was time to go home, back to the States, yet again.


Glades was a “One-Zero,” a recon team leader, assigned to the Military Assistance Command Vietnam Studies and Observations Group or MACV-SOG. MACV-SOG was a secretive special operations organization that conducted highly classified reconnaissance and strike missions throughout Southeast Asia. With his unprecedented string of successful missions and long-standing record for bringing his teams home intact, Glades was regarded as living legend by his peers in MACV-SOG.


In the tradition of his departure routine, a ritual that he had repeated six times in the past four years, Glades would meticulously clean his small arsenal of personal weapons—his CAR-15, an AK-47, an M79 grenade launcher, a Remington 870 twelve-gauge shotgun, an M1911A1 Colt .45 caliber pistol, a silenced High Standard .22 caliber pistol, and a Ka-Bar combat knife—before carefully wrapping each in oiled cloth and packing them into two plywood footlockers.


He would clean his personal equipment and web gear with the same degree of care, and stow them with the weapons. Then he would lock the footlockers and surrender them to the supply room, where they would be waiting for him when he returned in six months.


After the footlockers were securely stowed and his duffle bag was packed, he would compose a brief letter to Deirdre, his wife, to let her know that he was homeward bound. Then he and his team would retreat to the compound’s small club, where they would knock back more than a few beers as they reminisced over fallen comrades. Then, as part of his close-out ritual, Glades would open a C-ration can containing sliced peaches in syrup, a can that he had carried through his entire tour. Like partaking in some peculiar form of communion, the men would pass the little green can around the circle, and each man would eat a slice and sip some of the sweet juice.


After sharing the peaches with his teammates, he would solemnly hand the team over to his “One-One,” the assistant team leader. The One-One would take on the role of the team’s One-Zero; in the days to come, he would mold them into his own vision of what a recon team should be. With luck, half a year later, if the new One-Zero did a good job, many of the men would still be alive and Glades would resume leadership of the team.


Like most MACV-SOG teams, his was a mixed element, composed of US Special Forces and indigenous—“indig”—soldiers, usually fierce Nung or Montagnard mercenaries. The indig troops were intensely superstitious, and despite his diligent efforts to dissuade them, they fervently believed he was endowed with supernatural powers that could be harnessed to protect them as well. On the camp, the indig troops fought over any vacancy that came available on his team. Some went so far as to bribe the camp barber for samples of his hair, swept from the plywood floor in the tent that served as a makeshift barbershop. The shorn hair was woven into amulets, which fetched a hefty price by local standards.


For the Americans, it was a standing joke that as recon men drew close to the end of their tours, they often found religion or Glades or both. If they were willing to submit to his relentless work ethic and incessant training regimen, then the odds were favorable that they would walk upright off the Freedom Bird, instead of being carried off horizontally in an aluminum box.


But this prospect of survival carried an exacting price. While they were in camp, the days were long and the routine was hard. Actual missions were a respite. Glades and his team intently rehearsed every aspect of every mission, from tasks so seemingly simple as stopping for a map check to how they would handle a wounded prisoner after an ambush.


When he was finally satisfied with a rehearsal, then he would toss in different variables and unknowns. How would they react if a key man was wounded? What if a vital piece of equipment failed to function? Rather than rely on fads, fancy gimmicks or untested gizmos, he distilled missions down to simple plans that could be executed in even the worst of circumstances.


They practiced IADs—Immediate Action Drills—until they were rote. They practiced individual skills until they became second nature. One day during monsoon season, the rain came down so hard that even Glades would not take them out to the ranges; instead, they stayed in their team hut and practiced changing magazines—over and over and over, thousands of times—until their fingers bled. He was not content to merely go through the motions and had no tolerance for anyone who didn’t share his point of view.


Glades excelled in two significant areas. First, he was unmatched in his ability to find objects and people in the most dire of conditions. Second, he was unrivalled in his aptitude to lead men to seek and kill enemies of the United States of America. So he felt very secure in his job, since his skills and natural talents were constantly in great demand. Invariably, there was always something missing that needed to be located. And in lieu of that, there was always someone who needed to be killed.


Because of his unique abilities, he had an unusual relationship with the US Army and MACV-SOG. He came and went just about as he pleased. Like a ghost of sorts, he was virtually invisible to the Army’s normal personnel management system. Instead of being assigned at the impersonal whims of the Army, he rotated between MACV-SOG and the Florida Ranger Camp at Eglin Air Force Base.


At Eglin, he trained junior officers and NCOs undergoing the final phases of Army Ranger School, shaping them into fighters and leaders who would keep their men alive and effective. He also returned to his home in Milton, just outside Eglin, to get reacquainted with Deirdre and their three children. Life would be normal for a while, or relatively so, until he returned to Vietnam six months later. And the cycle would go on indefinitely, so long as the war was being fought, until he was dead or was too damaged to return to combat.


As he packed his weapons, he recalled his childhood in West Virginia, where he grew up as the son of a coal miner. If asked, Glades usually attributed his uncanny marksmanship and field savvy to his father, but in truth, his extraordinary abilities were borne from a peculiar mix of childhood hunger and his mother’s love. His mother had given him many other gifts as well.


When he turned seven, his father handed him an ancient Remington .22 caliber rifle. For Glades, it was a memorable occasion, a red letter day, because he rarely saw his father above ground in daylight except on Sunday, when the miners and their families packed into the Methodist church on the outskirts of the soot-choked company town.


His father escorted him out behind their home, a ramshackle clapboard cottage exactly like the hundred other houses provided by the company. He gave Glades a ten-minute lesson on how to line up the rifle’s sights and carefully pull the trigger to send the bullet true. Then, his father solemnly counted out five .22 caliber rimfire bullets from a faded yellow box. He told his son that the five rounds were his five chances to kill a rabbit or squirrel for the dinner pot, and if the boy failed to bring home meat for the family stew, there would be a hard lesson to learn.


His older brother had previously undergone this same ritual, and had failed at his five chances, so Glades already knew the harsh consequences: There would be a severe beating with his father’s heavy leather belt, and then the cherished rifle would be taken away forever. The welts and bruises would heal, but the shame would linger indefinitely.


With liquor on his breath, his father sternly recited the other salient conditions of the arrangement. If he brought home game with his five bullets, he would receive one .22 caliber bullet a day from then on, and one extra bullet per month, with the understanding that he would bring home meat or suffer the repercussions. A miss would be punished with a beating, but the rifle would remain his.


As he wiped excess oil from the silenced High Standard automatic, Glades remembered that day as if it were yesterday. As his father explained the simple workings of the bolt action Remington, his mother tended to her hardscrabble garden in their tiny back yard. She picked fat wriggling slugs from vegetables and carefully pruned suckers from tomato plants. Even though autumn was already arriving, she walked barefoot on the damp soil.


She wasn’t that old; she had married at sixteen, and had borne Glades and his four siblings before she was twenty-one. He was sure that she had once been beautiful, but it was hard to see that beauty through a countenance that was an unvarying mix of bitterness, resentment, and sheer exhaustion.


Her face was pale white skin stretched taut over high Irish cheekbones and dappled with a constellation of pinpoint black freckles. Her head was crowned with a thick mantle of jet-black hair, as dark as the anthracite coal that came up from the earth below. She was thin, painfully so. Today, such skinniness would become synonymous with beauty, glamorized by a waif-like model named Twiggy. But his mother’s form wasn’t by choice or vanity; her perpetual gauntness was the result of constant hunger allied with the wasting effects of a chronic infestation of hookworms. In the years to come, she would grow thinner still as tuberculosis settled deep in her lungs.


The following days were filled with disappointment as Glades missed one shot, then another, and yet another. But then he cornered a hissing possum, and dispatched it with his fourth bullet. Elated, he brought the pitiful creature to the door and called for his mother.


As God’s creatures go, possums aren’t particularly endowed with physical beauty, but his mother wept when she saw the gut-shot marsupial, dripping dark blood from an array of sharp teeth. For the first time in his life, he glimpsed an expression of joy in his mother’s face, probably when she realized that there was a chance that she and her brood might eat more regularly. While he was bursting with pride from his successful hunt, that pleasure quickly faded as he vowed to never again waste a bullet, to always deliver meat to the table so that he could see that same expression on his mother’s face again and again.


As his mother dressed the possum and sliced it up for their evening meal, Glades cut a small patch of skin, about an inch square, from the animal’s gray hide. He scraped the underlying flesh and fat from the back of his souvenir, and gently rubbed salt into it to preserve it. From that day on, he carried the patch of gray fur with him, like some boys might tote a lucky rabbit’s foot.


For the next ten years, every morning, rain or shine, snow or sun, Glades carried the Remington with him to school, swaddling it in sackcloth and concealing it in a thicket before he entered the single classroom. On the way to school, he cut through the woods, carefully scanning for tracks and spoor; on the way home, he found and killed his prey. And every day, his grateful mother met him at the door, patiently waiting for the fresh meat that would help nourish her family.


As the years passed, she doted on her young hunter and provider, treating him much differently than her other children. His siblings hauled water, split firewood, washed dishes, swept floors, shoveled snow, scrubbed laundry, pulled weeds, and performed a multitude of other chores. In stark contrast, Nestor had but one chore, to kill efficiently, and he grew more proficient at his singular task with every day that passed.


Sometimes, his mother sang to him as she chopped potatoes and vegetables for the evening stew. As he grew still older, she patiently struggled to teach him the Gaelic poems and Irish dances she had learned from her mother and grandmother. In his efforts to please her, he clumsily tried to follow along, stumbling through jigs and butchering the language of the ancients. But she persisted, insisting that it was important that he knew the ways of his ancestors, that he could never know when such things would come in handy.


From the day when his father first placed the gun in his hands, Glades endured only four “whuppins” for misusing his daily bullet. Ironically, he suffered one beating—a lighthearted one at best—for killing two fat raccoons with a single shot. It was wasteful, his father insisted, since it was far too much meat for their pot, and they couldn’t afford ice for their wooden icebox.


Two weeks before his seventeenth birthday, his mother succumbed to the ravages of tuberculosis. At the funeral, as his stoic father silently wept and his siblings bawled aloud, Glades gazed into the plain wooden coffin and saw that his mother had become beautiful again; her pale face was a masque of serenity and relief. He was even sure that he saw the subtle smile that she shared only with him. And in a tiny church overflowing with grief and the grieving, he felt no need to cry in his mother’s passing.


The next day, he hitched a ride to Morgantown. He sought out an Army recruiter, who allowed him to stay in a back room until he was seventeen. That day, as the grinning recruiter momentarily looked away, Nestor signed his mother’s name on the parental consent form. Ironically, she had never learned to read and write; in her short life, she had left only one signature: an “X” hurriedly scrawled on her marriage license.


He found his place in the Army, a home where he received all the bullets he could ever hope for. He fought as a paratrooper in Korea, where he earned a Silver Star. He transferred to Special Forces in 1959, served a tour in Laos with Project White Star, and was then picked for an exchange tour with the British Special Air Service. After completing their brutal Selection Course, he accompanied an SAS squadron on an operational mission in Oman, despite explicit orders prohibiting him from participating in combat operations with the Brits.


Returning from Oman, he met Deirdre at Hereford. She was the nineteen-year-old daughter of the SAS Regimental Sergeant Major. The RSM was an unusual soldier by SAS standards; he was Irish and had served in an Irish Guards tank battalion in the War before coming to the Regiment in the early fifties.


Glades had first spied her—a petite spitfire with bright red hair and a personality to match—at the Regimental Christmas dinner. He couldn’t take his eyes away from her, and chatted her up by the Christmas tree as she helped pass out presents to the children in attendance. He spent the next few weeks wooing her with the Gaelic poems and songs that his mother had taught him. In her, he found a woman as beautiful and kind as any man could ever hope for, but yet as mentally and physically tough as any man could ever hope to be.


Barely two months after meeting her, Glades asked the RSM for Deirdre’s hand. The RSM grudgingly conceded, knowing that although the Yank sergeant would take her far away, perhaps never to return, there could be no better man for his daughter. So they were married in the chapel at Hereford, and she later accompanied him to the States. And despite the wars and long separations, they had been together ever since.


Glades was an unusual fit for Special Forces, even though it was an unconventional organization that traditionally drew the sort of men who found difficulties fitting in elsewhere. Although the nucleus of Special Forces was the tightly knit “A team,” composed of twelve highly qualified soldiers, Glades typically worked most effectively by himself or with just two or three other handpicked men.


Additionally, although the Special Forces were renowned for their ability to blend into other cultures, Glades quickly found that he had virtually no capacity to learn foreign languages. He could spend days and weeks memorizing words and phrases, much like the Gaelic poems he had learned from his mother, but for some reason they just never seemed to sink in. Context and conjugation were just mysteries to him.


His inability to learn other languages was a bane upon him. Other Special Forces men joked that if Glades weren’t so damned good at finding stuff and killing people, he would have been sent away long ago. Oddly though, he was extremely successful at working with foreign soldiers, communicating mostly through hand signals and pantomime. In the case of his MACV-SOG indig soldiers, once they learned that the surest path to survival was to stay close to Glades and emulate his actions, they actually spent a considerable amount of their own time learning as much English as they could, so that they could effectively communicate with him rather than the other way around.


For his part, he always contended that he could operate virtually anywhere in the world if he had just four simple expressions in his working vocabulary—Yes, No, Please, and Thank You—along with just a few other simple phrases, like the appropriate numbers from zero to ten. These, reinforced with some mission-specific phrases, like “Be still or I will kill you,” typically sufficed for most of his interactions.


Others could laugh at his inability to communicate, but they could not question his sometimes uncanny accomplishments. A few years ago, a U-2 spy plane had lost power over the Soviet Union, eventually crashing in southern Uzbekistan. Months after the CIA and other agencies had abandoned the task, Glades was called upon to recover the pilot’s body and destroy sensitive equipment at the remote site. Although the Soviets knew that the highly classified aircraft was somewhere out there, they had yet to find it themselves, even though they were actively looking for it with over a thousand men drawn from a Motorized Rifle Regiment based in Termez.


Naked, pushing a “poncho raft” containing native clothes and basic supplies, Glades had swum the ice-cold Amu Darya river from neighboring Afghanistan to meet a CIA-contracted Uzbek guide in Soviet territory on the far shore. After making initial contact with the guide, Glades simply drew a cartoon-like picture of the spy plane, pointed to it, and shrugged his shoulders. Then he pointed north and asked, “Where?”


Accompanied by a small herd of goats, which provided shallow cover for their presence and a reliable food source for the treacherous quest, he and the guide trekked for over three weeks, eventually locating the crash site high in the rugged mountains east of Karshi. In the course of the twenty-three-day search, the two men had not found it necessary to exchange a solitary word.


Glades smiled as he reflected on the interlude in Uzbekistan. Even though he hadn’t learned even the slightest smattering of the Uzbek language, had almost died, and had lost all desire to ever again taste spit-roasted goat, he had actually enjoyed his sojourn in the remote wilderness. For those three weeks, he was so far out there that his presence couldn’t even be reflected as a colored pin on someone’s map. There were no briefings or debriefings to attend, supply requisition forms to fill out, no equipment to account for, no radio frequencies or map coordinates to memorize. For that brief time, life was simple and good.


He sighed as he closed the hasps on the footlockers. He reconciled himself with the notion that it was time to go home, and while he longed to see Deirdre and their children, he would miss this place. And beyond that, he would miss the men who would die in the coming weeks and months, mostly because he would not be here to keep them focused and safe.


As he checked his watch, he heard his One-One’s Bronx accent from outside the teamhouse, “Nestor, come on. The guys are waiting. It’s time to eat peaches.”


Yeah, mused Glades. It was time to eat peaches.
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PIGEONS


Woodland Cemetery, Dayton, Ohio


3:30 p.m., Saturday, August 9, 1969


Even as he desperately labored to gather information about his primary target, the UFO research agency named Project Blue Book, Soviet GRU Major Anatoly Nikolayevich Morozov was also tasked to perform an initial evaluation of an American airman stationed at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base. Apparently anxious to do business with his nation’s enemies, the airman—Staff Sergeant Eric Yost—had contacted the Soviet Embassy last month, desiring to sell information about UFOs. As with any potential source, using their embedded contacts within the Air Force personnel system, the GRU had already executed a fairly extensive check of his records.
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