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			Prologue

			Great Wall of China, February 24, 1972

			The late February weather was unusually warm and sunny. Up in the Badaling Mountains, an hour northwest of Peking, there was usually a frigid winter wind blowing down from the dry plateau of  Inner Mongolia. But today it was just nice enough that President Nixon wasn’t wearing a hat as he walked with his wife along the Great Wall.

			Kaz Zemeckis surveyed the long stone wall, his good eye—the other lost to a flying accident years ago—tracing the worn walkway, crenellated battlements and regularly repeating watchtowers snaking along the ridgeline, the gray-brown structure hazily fading into the matching colors of the rocky hills. He tried to imagine what it had been like for the conscripted Ming Dynasty builders and soldiers 500 years earlier: clearing the jagged, rocky ground, cutting every stone and hauling each one into place by hand, living in makeshift tents on basic rations. An endless job of construction, maintenance and repair. Something for the soldiers to do as they patrolled the ramparts against an enemy that seldom came.

			Military life.

			

			Kaz nodded to the American standing next to him, his breath visible as he spoke. “You can bet there was a lot of blood mixed into the mortar between these stones, Jimmy.”

			“No doubt.” Dr. Jimmy Doi was a US Air Force flight surgeon, son of a Japanese father and Chinese mother, immigrants to America who had taught their son both mother tongues. He was detailed as part of the president’s medical team, chosen for his language skills.

			Kaz was listed in the official roster as “aircrew,” one of the military personnel cleared to accompany the president. He was careful to maintain that cover, but he’d actually been sent by General Sam Phillips, commander of the USAF’s Space and Missile Systems division. The Chinese had been making rapid progress in rocket and satellite technology, and Nixon’s visit had promised a rare opportunity for direct observation. State officials had pretended not to notice that Air Force One, the presidential Boeing VC-137C transport jet that had flown everyone to China, had carried a much larger crew than normal, approving all the names on the manifest. But they had taken care to assign escorts and translators to everyone. Kaz’s escort was a military man about his age, lean, fit and tight-lipped. Apart from giving Kaz his name—Fang Kuo-chun—he had said nothing else, and today stood a short distance away, a compact figure, quietly observing.

			Intelligence-gathering went both ways.

			President Richard Nixon was irritated. He’d flown halfway around the world but had only been granted a short photo op with Chairman Mao Tse-tung, who was in far worse health than he’d been led to believe. Nixon had been pawned off ever since on underlings, and today’s visit to the Great Wall was turning out to be all tourism, not statesmanship. Nixon worked hard to keep smiling, but his deep jowls kept settling into lines that made him look like he was waiting to spit out something distasteful. His eyes were fierce with impatience under heavy, frowning eyebrows, and his ski-jump nose dripped in the cool, dry air. When he bent over to shake hands with preselected photogenic children, he scared them.

			

			It had snowed the night before, so to be sure President Nixon could make his planned visit to the Great Wall, hundreds of workers had been tasked with shoveling and sweeping the mountain road and the wall’s steep walkway. Some had stayed after the work was done, joined by their children, all hoping to see the US president, even from a distance. It was a quiet crowd, uniformly dressed in plain blue Mao suits and soft, pleated, short-brimmed caps. Even so, security forces were keeping them well back from where Nixon and his wife, Pat, strolled on the wall. Many of the women workers’ eyes were drawn to the extravagance of Pat Nixon’s deliberate choice of a bright-red coat and brown fur hat.

			It was Kaz who was the first to notice.

			With everyone’s attention on the Nixons as they stopped and waved, about to turn around and walk back down the Great Wall, a child of about five had wandered away from his mother and up the sloping walkway. The wide square cutouts built for Ming soldiers to fire arrows through were just the right height. The boy wanted to see, so he reached up with both hands, got a solid fingertip grip and scrabbled with his feet to pull himself up into the stone notch.

			Kaz started running. He’d looked over the edge and knew it was a sheer drop of 20 or 30 feet to the bare rock below.

			As he was closing in, the boy gave one last hard pull and, with a swinging kick of one dangling foot, he disappeared.

			Running full tilt in his leather dress shoes, Kaz grabbed the edge of the adjoining cutout to slow himself, banging chest-first into the stone. Hearing a startled cry from the child, Kaz leaned hard to reach the next gap and saw the top of the boy’s head disappearing over the edge, leaving him hanging from one arm, fingernails desperately scraping across the bare rock. Kaz slammed his hand over the boy’s wrist and squeezed as hard as he could, tearing three of his own fingernails with the effort. But he was way off balance and the surprising weight of the boy dragged him into the gap. He splayed his legs and slapped his right hand flat against the wall, trying to counter the inertia, but it wasn’t enough to prevent the boy from pulling him through.

			

			They were going to fall. Kaz strained hard, bending his left elbow to try to bring the boy closer into his chest—hoping to pivot them both in the air and take the brunt of the impact on his back and side, cushioning the child. Just as he was about to let go and wrap his right arm around the boy’s head to protect his skull, he felt a sudden vicious yank on his right leg, stopping their fall.

			Kaz’s arm was pulled straight and the boy swung through the air, slamming into the wall’s outer face. With his damaged fingers and thumb locked around the boy’s wrist, the back of Kaz’s hand smacked into the wall and went numb.

			Kaz was upside down, dangling from the Great Wall of China, with a child’s life depending on his grip. I will not let go!

			He heard urgent voices speaking Chinese, and then Kaz and the boy were lifted back up, scraping against the cutout’s sharp edge. Finally, enough of him was securely in the gap, and he was able to pull the boy to safety.

			Sliding clumsily back through the hardness of the gap, still holding the boy, Kaz tumbled down onto the inner walkway. He quickly released the child into the outstretched arms of his mother, easy to identify by her wide, tear-filled eyes. Dr. Jimmy Doi bent to kneel next to her, talking quietly in Chinese as he gently probed the child for injury.

			Kaz shook his head, trying to sort out what had just happened, as a small crowd of Chinese workers clustered around the child and his mother, stealing awed glances at him. Standing slightly apart, against the wall to Kaz’s left, was his silent escort, Fang Kuo-chun, staring at Kaz, his face expressionless.

			That’s who grabbed my ankle, Kaz realized. Who is he, really?

			Beyond him, down the steep walkway, Kaz saw the backs of the American delegation in the far distance. The president and first lady must have started back down before he had raced to save the boy, and they hadn’t noticed what was going on. He played the sequence back in his head. There had been no shouting, apart from the child’s one cry, so it was no wonder only the doctor and his minder had noticed.

			

			Satisfied that the boy was unhurt, Doi came and knelt by Kaz. “Okay, hero, let’s see if you’re suffering from anything besides an adrenaline crash.”

			As the doc ran his hands over Kaz’s legs and arms, feeling through the torn clothing for cuts or breaks, Kaz met Fang Kuo-chun’s unwavering eyes. “Thank you for saving me,” he said, in a sudden rush of emotion and post-action shakiness.

			Jimmy translated.

			Fang blinked, then nodded, holding Kaz’s gaze for several seconds, each man clearly sizing the other up.

			Way stronger than he looks, Kaz thought, impressed, remembering the vise-like grip on his ankle, and knowing the confidence and muscle it must have taken for Fang to haul him and the boy back up. Kaz had a sudden intuitive feeling that he was looking at a fellow fighter pilot.

			Jimmy frowned as he inspected Kaz’s torn fingernails and scraped, bleeding hands. “We need to get you to my first aid kit, back on the bus.” He shook his head as he stood. “You’re lucky that’s all that was damaged. What you did was nuts.”

			Kaz closed his hands into fists to protect his injured fingers, then pushed himself to his feet. He felt a wave of dizziness, took a deep breath and steadied himself against the wall with one hand as he carefully started back down the steep slope.

			The child’s mother, clutching the boy in her arms, intercepted him. Looking up to meet his eyes, she thanked him, her voice full of emotion, with Jimmy translating.

			“I’m glad I could be here to save your son,” Kaz said, smiling as he reached out to touch the boy on one shoulder. Then he continued down the walkway, Jimmy beside him in case he needed help, Fang silently trailing.

			

			By the time they reached the bottom, Nixon’s limousine had departed and the rest of the entourage was already on the bus, save for a few members of the press corps who were loading their cameras in through the back door.

			They climbed onto the bus and Jimmy retrieved his medical bag from the overhead rack and joined Kaz on a bench seat in the back. Fang took the seat opposite. Jimmy found some disinfectant and bandages and quietly cleaned the abraded skin and tightly bound the broken nails.

			When he was nearly done, Kaz said, “Don’t tell anyone what happened.”

			“Why not?” Jimmy Doi frowned. “I’d sure want people to know if  I’d saved a kid’s life.”

			“No need to distract from the president’s visit,” Kaz responded, and then leaned close, speaking just loud enough for only Jimmy to hear. “No need to highlight my being here.”

			He glanced across the aisle at Fang’s impassive, watching face, and a thought flicked through his head: What report will he be filing to his superiors?
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			1

			Kennedy Space Center, July 3, 1975

			General Tom Stafford was getting angry—it was almost launch date, and he needed the spaceship’s primary systems to work. 

			They didn’t.

			Seated in Mission Control at the Johnson Space Center, near Houston, Kaz Zemeckis was equally frustrated. As military liaison CAPCOM for the first-ever American–Soviet spaceflight, he was supposed to be making everything smooth and efficient for the US crew, including General Stafford, the mission commander. This morning had been anything but.

			Tom Stafford shifted in the reclined seat of the Apollo Command Module. His spacesuit was uncomfortable enough without the increasingly annoying lumpy pressure points pushing up into his back. Worse, they were way behind on the mission timeline.

			He pressed the transmit button. “Houston, I say again, how do you read the Apollo crew?”

			Kaz’s reply in Tom’s headset was still garbled and full of static. Unintelligible.

			

			Tom swore to himself. Dammit! We’re inside two weeks from launch. And we still can’t even talk to each other?

			He leaned forward in his seat and turned his helmet to make eye contact with the two astronauts lying on their backs beside him in the capsule, checking to see if they could hear Mission Control any better than he could. Both men frowned, shaking their heads.

			A Russian spoke, very scratchy and distant-sounding, but understandable. “Tom, this is Alexei. We hear you good enough.” Alexei Leonov, commander of the Soyuz.

			Good enough? Tom was disgusted. Is this what the nation’s space program has sunk to? He said, “Alexei, moy droog, great to hear your voice. I hear you good enough too. Just need to get our Mission Controls on the line with us.”

			The Apollo crew were in their spaceship, sitting on top of their Saturn 1B rocket, pointed at the sky on Launch Pad 39B at NASA’s Kennedy Space Center in Florida. Alexei Leonov and his cosmonaut crew were on the other side of the world, lying in their Soyuz simulator in Star City, just outside of Moscow. Today was meant to be the Countdown Demonstration Test, one last chance to make sure everything was ready for launch.

			But it wasn’t.

			The plan had been to follow the countdown procedures with the clock running, all the way until just before engine ignition. It would give every system a chance to misbehave now, with enough time left to get things fixed before they filled the rocket with fuel and launched for real. On Tom’s previous spaceflights they’d checked communications with the launch team in Florida and also with Mission Control in Houston. But this time, since they were headed for a space rendezvous and docking with the Soyuz, NASA had included Russian Mission Control in Kaliningrad, near Moscow, and the Soviet crew in the communications check.

			Tom looked up at the Apollo instrument panel in front of him. At least the vehicle was healthy. He tried another tack. “Launch Control, are you hearing Alexei and us okay?”

			

			The launch director, three miles away, staring out at the rocket through the thick windows of the Launch Control bunker, answered immediately. “Roger, Tom, we hear you both loud and clear. Be advised we have Houston on the phone, and they’re trying a different switch config to try to patch in Moscow as well.” He’d heard the frustration in Tom’s voice, and added, “Appreciate your patience.”

			A new voice broke in on the communication loops. “Apollo, Houston, how do you read us now?”

			Everyone on the loop heard Tom’s sigh of relief. He said, “Loud and clear as a bell now, Houston. How do you hear us, Kaz?”

			Kaz stamped hard on the transmit button. “You’re loud and clear too, Tom. Stand by for a voice check with Kaliningrad.” He glanced at the Ground Control console, and the officer there gave him a thumbs-up. “Moscow, Houston, go ahead with your voice check with the Apollo crew.”

			Kaz held his breath. It had been a challenging morning, trying to get the whole complex communications system lashed together, but the backroom technicians were certain they had it right this time.

			“Apollo, this is Moscow, how do you hear?” The Russian flight director was reading from a script, his English heavily accented.

			In the Apollo capsule, Tom clenched a gloved fist where his crewmates could see it. He decided to use some of the Russian he’d learned, in return. “Slooshayoo horoshow, Moscow.” I hear you great.

			The Russian voice came back after a few seconds—the inherent time lag of the long vocal relay.

			“Prinyata.” Copy.

			From Star City, Alexei’s voice broke in again, clearer now. “Apollo, this is Soyuz. I hear everybody good too.”

			Tom replied, “Adleechna, moy droog. Spasiba!” Excellent, my friend. Thanks!

			In Houston, Kaz looked at the countdown checklist. “Launch Control, this is Houston. We show our part of the comm checks as complete.”

			

			The launch director responded, “Copy, Houston, we concur. We’ll discuss the snags at the debrief, but for now we’re picking back up with the countdown timeline at L minus seventy minutes.”

			Kaz turned the pages in his checklist, verifying that all of today’s actions for Houston were done. He pictured his counterpart in Moscow Mission Control, and the Soyuz crew still in their simulator in Star City, soon to fly to Baikonur and go through the final stages of their launch preparations.

			Still lots of moving parts, but Houston and the Soviets were ready for Apollo to launch.

			Despite today’s aggravations, Kaz loved the psychotechnical intricacy of the work. Some of the most complex, capable machines and people in the world, docking spaceships together as a counterpoint to the menace of the Cold War—a job requiring all his skills and responsibilities.

			He glanced back at Flight Surgeon JW McKinley at his console. His friend was peeling off his headset, smiling with relief.

			Kaz realized he was smiling too. “What’s up, Doc?” he called. “Wanna go grab a coffee?”

			Kaz pivoted the small black toggle at the bottom of the large silver coffee urn towards himself and watched as the hot brown-black liquid splashed into his white ceramic mug, filling it. He released the handle, caught the last few drops and stepped back to make room for other flight controllers keen to get their needed shot of caffeine.

			Coffee was the lifeblood of Mission Control.

			He took a tentative sip, then asked his friend, “Were you watching their heartbeats during all that?”

			“Sure was. What else do flight surgeons do?”

			Dr. JW McKinley was a head shorter than Kaz, squarely built, with a high-and-tight dark crewcut and a naturally smiling face. His thick black glasses failed to hide the amusement in his eyes. He asked, “Whose do you think was beating fastest?”

			Kaz considered. Vance Brand and Deke Slayton were rookie spaceflyers, so they’d feel the most uncertainty, but veteran Tom Stafford was in command and had done the talking.

			

			“I’m guessing Vance,” he said.

			JW’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “How’d you know?”

			“Tom’s done it all before, knows when to apply pressure, and Deke’s been chief astronaut for years. Vance is the only true rookie.”

			JW shrugged. “You’re right. Tom barely registered, Deke hit 110 beats per minute, and Vance peaked at 130.” He blew on his coffee and took a tentative slurp, then a large swallow. “Though at the end there, when things were a little more heated, Tom was breaking 100.”

			“Even generals are human,” Kaz said, smiling. Tom Stafford was a brigadier general in the US Air Force, the first general officer ever to fly in space. He’d been to the Moon on Apollo 10.

			JW looked past Kaz and made a beckoning gesture. “Someone I’d like you to meet.”

			Kaz turned in time to see JW catch the eye of a tall Asian man. As he walked over, JW said, “He’s a USAF flight surgeon, new to NASA, just getting up to speed to work console for mission support.”

			To JW’s surprise, Kaz broke into a wide smile and reached to shake the man’s hand. “Well, look who the cat dragged in! Jimmy, how are you?”

			Dr. Jimmy Doi pumped Kaz’s hand, his large, crooked teeth showing in a broad smile. “Kaz! I’ve been watching you on console all afternoon. It’s been a while since China!”

			JW looked between the two men, nonplussed. “China?” He shook his head, squinting at them. “How do you two know each other?”

			Kaz held Jimmy’s gaze while he explained. “We were both part of Nixon’s boondoggle to China in seventy-two. Jimmy was medical staff, and I was officially aircrew.” He winked at JW with his good eye. “Mostly we hung around and learned to drink baijiu together.”

			Kaz found himself smiling again at Jimmy. The slightly mismatched eyes he remembered, with the left one higher and rounder than the right. A long, straight nose and a grinning mouthful of teeth.

			“How did you end up at NASA?”

			

			Jimmy shrugged. “I could ask you the same question! Weren’t you at the Pentagon?”

			“Yeah, but the Navy had other plans. I’ve been working missions as military liaison and crew support.” He raised an eyebrow. “NASA even sees fit to let me fly their T-38s. You back-seat-qualified yet?”

			Jimmy squinted at him. “They let you fly front seat with just one working eyeball?”

			Kaz nodded and pointed a thumb at JW. “Doc McKinley convinced them I was worth the risk. So long as I keep landing on the right part of the runway, everybody’s happy.” He tipped his head to one side. “Where have you been since the Great Wall?”

			“Working on Vietnam vet rehab in Washington, keeping my hand in doing surgery at Walter Reed, and occasionally flying Thud two-seaters with the 113th Wing guys at Andrews.” He smiled. “Occasional joyrides on Air Force One too.”

			Kaz snorted. “Cushy. Why would you leave all that for beautiful Houston-by-the-sea?”

			“Tropical breezes and sandy beaches, like everybody who moves here.” Both men knew it was sweltering outside and the nearest beach was in Galveston, 30 miles away. “And a chance to be part of this last Apollo mission, and, even better, to help with selection for the new Space Shuttle astronauts.” President Nixon had approved the shuttle program in 1972, and the first flight was planned for 1978.

			Jimmy glanced at JW. “Rumor has it we’ll select women this time.”

			JW nodded. “The Soviets have been flying women since sixty-three—it’s about time we caught up.” He looked at his near-empty coffee cup. “Don’t know about you two, but I need a refill.” He headed for the coffee pot.

			Kaz glanced at his wristwatch and then looked at Jimmy. “I’m gonna be mostly tied up on console until the Apollo-Soyuz mission is done, and I want to take my girlfriend out somewhere different tonight to make up for all the time I’ll miss. You been here long enough to suss out any good Chinese restaurants?”

		

	
		
			

			2

			Chinatown, East Houston

			The restaurant was busier than Kaz had expected for a Monday, and it took a couple of circuits of the nearby side streets until he found a good spot to park. He’d recently bought a 1955 Ford Thunderbird, a three-speed manual shift with electric overdrive, white with red interior. He’d always liked the look of the sporty little two-seater, especially the ’55 model, the first year Ford had made it. He didn’t want it to get dinged in a crowded, poorly lit restaurant parking lot.

			It was a hot, humid July night, but no rain was forecast, so he left the T-Bird’s top down. He pulled the parking brake, shut the motor off, pulled out the key and looked across at his passenger. It had been too noisy to talk driving up on I-45 from Clear Lake, and the quiet felt suddenly intimate.

			Laura Woodsworth was smiling at him, taking off her NASA baseball cap and running her fingers through her long brown hair to detangle it. “So how’d you hear about this place? I’ve never been to this part of Houston.”

			“A new doc, Jimmy Doi, recommended it. Said the cooks and staff are all recent immigrants, so the food is the real deal. He said we should definitely try the shrimp dim sum.” Kaz smiled. “I’m not really sure what dim sum is, but I got him to write out a few dishes to order.”

			

			He’d been admiring the view while he spoke. The sun was nearly setting, and its angled rays, filtering through the overhanging live oak trees, dappled Laura’s face in light and shadow. They’d been dating on and off for a couple of years, and he’d been glad when she accepted the dinner invitation.

			Laura swung her door open and climbed up and out of the low-slung T-Bird. She was wearing a T-shirt and cutoff jean shorts, the tawny brown of her long, tanned legs flashing as she closed the door.

			She looked down the dark block at the bright lights in the distance.

			“Let’s go get us some dim sum.”

			The China Star restaurant was at the center of a row of one-story brick buildings linked by a long, covered high veranda, just north of the constant truck tire hum of  I-10. Converted store from an early strip mall, Kaz thought, as they climbed the three cement steps up from the concrete parking lot. Right height for unloading a delivery truck. As he and Laura had walked up the side street where they’d parked, they’d seen an abandoned set of train tracks out back. He looked at the restaurant’s covered outdoor seating, listened briefly to the traffic noise and asked Laura if she wanted to go inside. She nodded, and he opened the single door for her.

			He’d expected the entrance to lead straight into the restaurant, but the owners had added a small reception area. An obese Asian man with black hair, wearing a bulging white suit and a black bow tie, sat impassively behind a built-in desk facing them. The wall behind him was papered with posters of the Chinese countryside and the Great Wall. A green paper dragon and two red paper lanterns hung from the ceiling, and there were potted plants at each end of the desk. The man surveyed Laura for several long seconds and then, without moving his head, he made and held eye contact with Kaz, then nodded. Kaz heard the click of the door to his left unlocking. He pulled it open and held it for Laura.

			

			Rough neighborhood.

			A waiter wearing a slender version of the same white suit and bow tie stood just inside the busy restaurant, menus in one hand, a water jug in the other. He bowed slightly and said to Kaz, “Welcome to the China Star. Indoor table for two?”

			“Yes, please,” Kaz said, and they followed him past a couple dozen tables filled mostly with Asian families to an empty one next to the far wall. The waiter set a menu at each place, poured water and retreated through a door in the back into the bright light of the kitchen. Kaz caught a glimpse of dark-haired men in frantic motion over hot burners.

			Laura looked bemused. “What was up with the guy at the entrance?”

			It had seemed odd to Kaz too, but they were on a date after a long day, so he opted to make light of it. “They have beauty standards, and you got us in.”

			She gave a lopsided smile at the compliment. “Thanks, handsome.” She picked up her menu, written in a mix of English and Chinese. “I’m starving.”

			Kaz shifted in his seat to get at the front pocket of his jeans and pulled out the list Jimmy had written out for them. “Wanna just go with Jimmy’s recommendations?” He squinted with his good eye at the bad handwriting. “Assuming I can read what the doctor wrote.”

			Laura shrugged. “Sure, so long as it’s not too spicy.” She dropped the menu and sat back. “I’m a midwestern girl, remember. We think paprika on deviled eggs is pretty crazy.”

			Kaz laughed and scanned the menu for drinks. “How about we try a beer called Tsingtao?”

			“Why not? When in Peking, and all that.”

			Kaz waved at a tiny waitress in a red silk dress who was standing near the kitchen entrance. When she came over, he ordered two beers and consulted with her on Jimmy’s list. The combination of bad handwriting, Kaz’s poor pronunciation of unfamiliar words and the waitress’s lack of  English meant ordering took a while. By the end, Laura was openly laughing.

			

			After the waitress left, she asked, “Any idea what we’re going to be eating?”

			Kaz chuckled ruefully. “I’m confident we’re getting two beers. Everything after that is a crapshoot.” He raised his glass of water. “Until then, here’s to a good day in simulated spaceflight.”

			Laura clinked her glass against his. “Nice job keeping everybody calm today, Space Boy.” She took a sip. “Sounded like there are still lots of problems.”

			“Yeah. Trying to connect all the different communications systems is a nightmare. But I’m glad we ran into it today and have a workable solution. Communications are bound to screw up in some form or other once we get launched.”

			He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, deliberately shedding the events of his day. “How’d things go on your console?”

			“Fine. Mostly prep work for the docked phase.” Laura was a planetary geologist, but she worked all types of science support during missions. “We have a bunch of microgravity experiments inside the ship, as well as a solar observatory and my favorite, Earth observation.” The Apollo crew were scheduled to have five days of free flight after undocking, and Laura was hoping they would come through with photos of many hard-to-access Earth geology locations. “I made them a long list,” she said with a smile.

			Kaz was nodding but realized he didn’t want to talk about work. They were out on a date, after all. He looked around the restaurant. “Jimmy said this place hasn’t been open for long. I wonder where they hire everybody.”

			Laura leaned forward, crossing her arms on the table. “I get my nails done at a place near the Johnson Space Center, and the manicurist there is Chinese. I bet her story is similar.”

			“What did she tell you?”

			“Apparently, things really opened up ten years ago, when President Johnson changed the Asian immigration laws. Used to be we let in almost no one from China. But suddenly it was like twenty thousand a year, mostly from Hong Kong, plus lots from mainland China as well.” She paused, recalling what the manicurist had told her. “There’s also some loophole that once an immigrant gets naturalized, spouses and kids can get in too, beyond the quota.”

			

			The red-silk-clad waitress arrived with two bottles and two tall glasses on a tray. As she set the glasses down, she asked, “I pour?”

			“Sure, please,” Kaz answered, once he’d sifted her accent and understood what she meant.

			As he watched her, he tried to guess her age. Maybe twenty-three? He also tried to picture her childhood and the uncertain path she’d followed to be here serving beer at the China Star on Jackson Street in Houston. The way she was concentrating on carefully tipping Laura’s glass to get the right amount of frothy foam, Kaz guessed that pouring a beer was a recently learned skill.

			“Are you from Hong Kong?” he asked.

			The waitress gave a quick side glance at Kaz as she brought Laura’s glass vertical to catch the last drops from the bottle. “Hong Kong, yes.” She pronounced it “Heung Kong,” and nervously nodded twice as she began on Kaz’s beer, eyes down to concentrate. Conversation with patrons wasn’t part of her job.

			Kaz glanced towards the door to the kitchen, where the white-suited head waiter was standing watching them. Watching her, he realized.

			He stayed silent until she’d finished, bowed and retreated through the swinging kitchen door, out of sight, the head waiter right behind her.

			He picked up the brightly labeled green beer bottle and looked at Laura. “Does your manicurist seem that nervous?”

			Laura pursed her lips, considering. “No, but it’s an all-girl place and her English is better. No fat man guarding the door either.”

			Time to change the mood. Kaz smiled and raised his glass, holding it out for Laura to touch with hers. “Think this Chinese beer is gonna taste good?”

			“It’ll be the best one I’ve ever had,” Laura answered, laughing.

			The meal ended up being several small courses served haphazardly, apparently brought directly to the table as soon as they were ready. One dish came in a round wooden basket with an internally raised perforated platform, maybe to let the cooking liquid drain off the four glistening white and pink dumplings within.

			

			“Dim sum,” the waitress said as she set the basket amongst the many plates. “Shrimp,” she added, rolling the “r.”

			Kaz and Laura had fumbled for a while with the chopsticks, laughing at each other’s ineptness, but eventually settled on knives and forks. The dumplings were moderately spiced, and the mix of food textures went well with the Chinese lager, so Kaz ordered two more. By the time they arrived, he and Laura were mostly picking at the small amount of food that remained.

			“So, what’s the verdict?” he asked. “Jimmy’s choices okay for an Indiana girl?”

			Laura sipped her beer, had to cover a sudden burp, and laughed. “Sure were! Laura likes.”

			At the surrounding tables, many families had also finished their meals. Some were paying their bills as the kids restlessly waited to leave; at other tables, the men leaned back, smoking an after-dinner cigarette. The smoke smelled different to Kaz, more like herbs or plums than the Marlboros and Camels a lot of the NASA guys smoked. The head waiter was seating another wave of guests, and the kitchen door swung open repeatedly, the cooks even busier now.

			Kaz realized that with the sun fully set, the restaurant looked more like a nightclub than an eatery; the head waiter had lowered the lighting and turned on some twinkling lights that were strung across the ceiling. Makes sense, he thought. Serve two crowds, double the profit. The volume was rising with the incoming, more adult crowd as well. There’ll be music soon, he guessed.

			The waitress in red silk approached their table with a tray carrying two small plates. On each was a small, yellow-orange curved pastry. She smiled as she set the plates in front of them and said, “Fortune cookie, made here.” She nodded encouragingly and said, “Break open,” and retreated to the kitchen.

			

			Laura glanced at Kaz and smiled. She grabbed the two upper wings of the cookie and snapped it in half, revealing a small white slip of paper within. She slid it out and spoke the typed message aloud, her eyes sparkling as she read it to him: “You will be awakened in the morning with a kiss.”

			“I like the sound of that fortune!” In turn, Kaz carefully broke his cookie in half, pulled out the slip and read, “Good fortune takes preparation.” He made a wry face. “The cookie knows I’m a CAPCOM.” He looked at Laura. “I like yours better.”

			Laura took a tentative bite of her broken cookie and was surprised at the hardness of it between her teeth. “I’m not sure we’re supposed to eat these.”

			The waitress had returned and was reaching past them to clear the plates and glasses.

			“Maybe they glue them back together and reuse them,” Kaz joked.

			The waitress, with the beer bottles and glasses now balanced on her tray, turned too quickly. Kaz saw the tall bottles starting to topple and reached to catch them, but too late. One tumbled past his hands and clattered noisily onto the table, knocking over a water glass, which fell and shattered on the tile floor. The sudden crash momentarily stopped conversation in the restaurant, all eyes naturally turning their way. The waitress froze, seeming stricken. Looking enraged, the head waiter came bursting through the swinging door and strode purposefully to their table. As soon as he was close, he laced into the waitress in intense, blistering Chinese, making her cringe even smaller, then flee past him towards the kitchen, clutching her tray.

			Kaz frowned at the white-suited man. “Hey, it was just an accident, man! No harm done.”

			The waiter’s face was once again a mask of calm as he picked up the larger pieces of broken glass from the floor and cradled them in a napkin, avoiding Kaz’s gaze. “We are very sorry, sir,” he said, eyes on the floor. “It was a clumsy mistake. This will not happen again.”

			Kaz and Laura made eye contact, both uncomfortable. The head waiter stood, carefully folding the ends of the napkin over the broken pieces, then waved for a man to come with a dustpan and broom. He looked at Kaz. “Our apologies, sir, we’ll get this cleaned up.” He walked stiffly back to the kitchen, his raised voice immediately audible once he was through the swinging door.

			

			Concerned, Kaz pushed himself to his feet and walked towards the kitchen, past the dishwasher approaching with the broom. Conversation in the restaurant had started to pick back up, but he was aware that a few of the patrons were watching him. He gave the door a hard rap. It opened a crack, and the white-clad waiter slid through to face Kaz.

			“Yes, sir?” he said, looking blandly up at the taller man.

			“I want to make sure you know we have no problem with what happened. It was just an accident—not her fault.” He stressed, “I was reaching for the bottle and it fell.”

			The waiter held Kaz’s gaze for several seconds. Then he said, “I understand, sir. Don’t worry. We will take care of it.”

			The kitchen door swung wide as a waiter came through carrying a tray of food, and Kaz leaned to look past him. The girl in red silk was nowhere in sight.

			The head waiter bowed to Kaz and disappeared again through the swinging door. Frowning, Kaz returned to his seat.

			“It was good of you to try to check on her,” Laura said.

			Kaz shrugged. “Yeah, for all the help I was. Seems like she’s on pretty thin ice here.” He shook his head slowly. “Different cultures.”

			They sat together in silence for several moments, each of them wondering what was facing the waitress whose only sin was to break a glass.

			Then Kaz took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Enough,” he said. “How about I pay the bill and we go compare our fortunes?”
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			Buffalo Bayou, Galveston Bay, Texas

			She was a rust-stained hulking saltwater ship, her peeling blue paint and faded ivory lettering a testament to both her long years at sea and the indifference of her owners. The name on her bow and across her stern was Pacific Triumph, but any pride of victory was long since gone.

			The flag hanging limply from her stern showed the faded red and blue squares with opposing stars that denoted registry in Panama. A salt-yellowed flag of convenience to avoid paying taxes. With 1,600 Panama-registered ships plying the world’s oceans, the vessel was as anonymous as a 165,000-ton floating behemoth of welded steel could be. She could have come from anywhere. Just a working ship doing her job, hauling goods to market around the globe.

			The Triumph was tied up at a Port of Houston unloading dock, deep in the brackish Buffalo Bayou, two hours of winding maneuvers inland from the Gulf of Mexico. Tall cranes were slowly swinging back and forth, lifting large packaged blocks out of the deep hold and placing them on pallets and trailers on the wide cement pier. Small teams of stevedores met each suspended load to guide it into place, unhook it, inspect it for damage, ensure customs compliance, then move it to temporary storage in the massive wharf warehouse or load it directly onto waiting transport if the cargo was perishable.

			

			Most of what the men unloaded was exactly what was printed on the manifest. But like any large-scale operation, there were time-proven ways to slip certain items through, avoiding special notice.

			Smuggling was as old as money.

			The paperwork accompanying one large, square, cross-strapped cargo block showed that it was documented for direct delivery. It was said to contain several dozen bags of gypsum plaster for a Houston construction company and dozens more sacks of rice and beans, along with industrial-sized plastic jugs of soy sauce and peanut oil, meant for a distributor to the food markets and restaurants of Houston’s growing Asian community. The crane set the heavy block gently beside a delivery van, its driver already waiting in an idling forklift to load it.

			After the stevedores had released and cleared the lifting cable, the agent from the customs broker and freight-forwarding company pulled the paperwork out of the heavy reusable sleeve strapped to the pallet load and checked it. A quick count of visible plastic-wrapped bags and jugs matched the bill of lading, and there had been zero alerts and no history of smuggling from the Pacific Triumph or the receiving companies. A roving canine handler with a drug-sniffing German shepherd on a leash walked around the pallet, the dog showing no interest.

			Satisfied, the agent compared his list to the driver’s, signed and stamped the forms for the ship’s loadmaster, slapped the side of the load for luck, like he usually did, and folded the page over on his clipboard, already walking and looking skyward, ready for the next crane load.

			The driver revved up the forklift and maneuvered to expertly slide its long twin forks into the pallet slots. Barely pausing, he pivoted up the lever to lift the load off the ground and continued raising it as he drove forward towards the waiting open hold of his truck. He gently eased it squarely into place and lowered it down, the truck’s heavy springs and shock absorbers compressing with the added weight.

			

			After returning the forklift to its parking spot, the driver clambered into the back of the van to strap the load down. He jumped to the ground, leaving the rear door open for now, then climbed into the cab, started the engine and moved slowly to join the small, patient line of similar vehicles waiting to cross the exit weigh scales. When his turn came, he drove onto the familiar large metal plate, left the motor running, opened his door and walked around to clear his paperwork with the scale operator. He’d left the rear door open in case the operator wanted to have a look, but the new weight he’d picked up made sense compared to when he’d come in empty, and port policy was that random inspections saved time and manpower and were just as effective. The scale operator nodded as usual, signed and stamped the forms, took his copy and gave the driver a silent thumbs-up. Too many trucks for conversation. The driver pulled the heavy tailgate door down, latched it into place and drove off the scale and out through the gate.

			Clear of all the formalities that protected the safety of the United States of America.

			The truck handled with a familiar ponderousness as the driver turned right onto the winding service road that would connect him to the main highway to downtown Houston, the skyline visible in the distance. He rechecked his delivery clipboard, verified the two addresses, checked his watch and mentally pictured the best route into the city.

			A dozen feet behind him, squarely held down by its own weight and the truck’s cinched straps, hidden in the center of the surrounding gypsum, beans and oil, a special Chinese cargo awaited delivery.
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			Baikonur Cosmodrome, Launch Day, July 15

			Lying on their backs, sealed inside custom-fitted rubberized pressure suits, the three cosmonauts’ ears were filled with music.

			It was Rachmaninoff’s Prelude in G Minor: Major Svetlana Gromova’s choice. The Star City psychologists had decided amongst themselves that music would calm the crew in the tense minutes leading up to engine ignition on Launch Platform 1. The Baikonur launch control team had limited each crew member to one selection with a maximum length of four minutes. This recording, played by Sergei Rachmaninoff himself, ran for 3:39.

			Svetlana smiled behind her visor as the music rose and soared and fell. She thought a classical Russian composer who had moved to America was a fitting choice for their spaceflight. For the first time in history, a Soviet spaceship was going to dock in orbit with an American one.

			The mission was called Soyuz-Apollo, and Svetlana was Flight Engineer #2.

			She was strapped into the right seat of the compact Soyuz space capsule, her left shoulder and knee bumping against Colonel Alexei Leonov, the mission commander. Similarly constrained on Alexei’s left was Flight Engineer #1, Valery Kubasov. Their seats were reclined to ease the effects of acceleration during launch, their knees drawn up in front of them like they were reading in bed. The position gave them a natural place to rest their checklists, but more importantly, it decreased the overall room needed to accommodate them, so the Soyuz could be smaller and thus easier for the rocket to push up through the air.

			

			Svetlana was a military test pilot and, as she always did, once all her checklist items were complete before takeoff, she assessed how she was feeling.

			Calm, she decided. I feel calm, and ready.

			This was her second spaceflight, planned to be a much simpler venture than her first: launch into Earth orbit, dock with the American Apollo ship, spend two days together demonstrating cooperation in a Cold War world, undock, re-enter the atmosphere and land the Soyuz on the Kazakh Steppe under parachute. A highly symbolic six-day flight, but not a challenging one.

			On Svetlana’s first space mission, things had gone terribly awry. She’d been part of a two-person Soviet crew on the USSR’s secret spy space station Almaz, which had been clandestinely intercepted by an American Apollo spacecraft. There had been significant conflict—three crew­members had died—and she’d ended up aboard the Apollo capsule. But she’d also walked on the Moon. Though most of the details had been kept classified on both sides of the Atlantic, Svetlana had been publicly hailed as the first Soviet and the only woman to have walked on the Moon.

			In comparison, Soyuz-Apollo was going to be a piece of cake.

			A calm, slightly self-conscious male voice from Baikonur Launch Control replaced the music, reading off his checklist: “Odna minuta do starta.” One minute before launch.

			Svetlana glanced at the clock above Alexei’s left knee and nodded to herself: 15:19, Moscow time. Her eyes scanned the square central signal panel and the rectangular one above her right knee for yellow or red lights. None, as expected. The vehicle telling her it was ready too.

			

			In the nearby Launch Control blockhouse, they had inserted and turned the thick metal key that permitted the automated launch process to proceed. It was the final safety check before sending the launch command and setting fire to the half-million pounds of refined kerosene and liquid oxygen in the Soyuz-U rocket’s fuel tanks. Over 80,000 gallons of high explosive, about to erupt directly under the cosmonauts’ backs in a focused blast of orange-white flame.

			Just below Svetlana’s right hip, on the outside of the rocketship, plumbing connections made a lip-smacking sound as they automatically disconnected, their long metal fueling gantry pivoting clear of the impending blast. Then the final data connection arm rotated back away from the base of the Soyuz rocket. Like rats leaping away from an endangered ship.

			Their Soyuz was about to leave Earth, from the same launch pad where the first artificial satellite in history had been blasted into space—Sputnik, in 1957. Four years later, in 1961, Yuri Gagarin had also launched from here, the first human being to travel into the cosmos—the world’s first cosmonaut.

			And, in April 1975, a Soyuz crew had nearly died during ascent from here.

			Svetlana thought about what had happened just three months earlier and reviewed what her actions were going to be if the cockpit indicators showed it might happen again.

			A pulsing vibration shook her attention back into the moment as the engines exploded into flaming life and rapidly revved up to full power. Five rocket motors burning kerosene-oxygen were suddenly pushing the all-white 300-ton behemoth underneath them with a force of over 500 tons. A small smile curled her lips. Until this moment, the rocket had been supported from beneath on three metal arms, like an egg carefully balanced on three long spoons perched around the rim of a cup. As the engines now lifted more and more of the rocket’s weight, the freed counterbalanced arms pivoted up with the Soyuz until it burst clear of the pad, pure power pushing it ever faster into the blue July sky.

			

			“Pusk!” Alexei yelled from the center seat. Launch! The crew’s eyes kept flicking across the instruments, watching for the unexpected, their heads being rattled against the headrests by the brutal thrust of the engines.

			The g-force built steadily. Sir Isaac Newton had figured out that acceleration, force and mass were all related, and as the five engines voraciously burned the fuel, acceleration rose and the rocket’s total mass rapidly dropped. Within a minute the crew was feeling two g’s, and 45 seconds later they were pinned in their seats at four times their normal weight.

			Bang! The four carrot-shaped booster rockets that had been bolted to the base of the Soyuz central rocket all simultaneously ran out of fuel and were jettisoned by explosive charges, sending vibrations up through the vehicle. With the instant loss of thrust, the g-force plummeted to a little more than one, and Svetlana felt like she was suddenly sitting in an easy chair instead of being crushed. As the remaining engine made small steering corrections to follow the computer-directed exact flight path, she thought, Like I’m in a rocking chair. She shook her head. That is, if it were a fifty-meter-long rocking chair, forty kilometers above the ground, already going eight thousand kilometers per hour.

			And accelerating.

			They were rapidly rising above Earth’s air. After two and a half minutes, the air outside their ship was so thin that there was no longer a need for the streamlined shroud that surrounded the Soyuz, and in an explosion of sparks it split in half and fell away. Light instantly poured in through Svetlana’s porthole window. This hadn’t happened in the simulator, and she strained against the acceleration to catch sight of Earth below, but the shoulder straps of her five-point harness held her too solidly in place against her seat.

			Nichivo, she thought. No matter. I’ll see it soon enough.

			She glanced at the clock. This was a critical moment. So far the rocket had been focused on getting them vertical, high above the air, into the near-vacuum that currently surrounded the ship. Now they could gradually tip over to align with the horizon and accelerate to the phenomenal speed needed to stay in orbit: eight kilometers per second. Over 28,000 kilometers per hour. A velocity that would take them around the world every 89 minutes.

			

			But speed made them vulnerable. When you throw a stone across a pond with enough horizontal speed, it will skip and slide and enter the water gently as it slows. But throw that same stone steeply upwards, and it coasts and then falls almost vertically into the water, decelerating with great force when it hits.

			That was what had happened to the crew in April. At 288 seconds into the flight, when the second-stage engine had burned all its fuel and was supposed to separate to allow the third stage to ignite, the explosives that were designed to fire to break the six mechanical locks that held the second stage in place failed; only three locks released. The third-stage engine ignited, but instead of blasting its exhaust into the emptiness of space behind the vehicle, it hit the still-attached metal upper structure of the second stage. The rocket plume acted as a blowtorch of monstrous power, melting the metal in its path. Without clean thrust, the vehicle lost speed and altitude. By the time enough flame had been directed onto the unreleased latches to liquefy them and let the second stage fall away, it was too late. The guidance system sensors felt the vehicle changing direction outside limits and initiated an emergency abort.

			The Soyuz capsule’s thrusters fired to yank it free from the doomed third stage. By then it had pivoted to point straight at Earth and was just like a rock falling straight down, gravity pulling it faster and faster, waiting for the air to thicken far below, near the surface.

			The g-load was something no one had ever experienced before. The Soyuz and her crew were suddenly crushed at 21 times their normal weight, all the bolted-together avionics and plumbing and the crew’s internal organs dangerously close to being torn loose. Somehow, the machinery and the cosmonauts survived the deceleration, the parachute opened properly, and the capsule landed on a steep, snow-covered slope in the Altai Mountains and began sliding and rolling downhill towards a cliff. Luckily, the tangled, dragging parachute snagged on some stunted trees and stopped the Soyuz just before it went over the precipice. The crew donned their cold-weather gear, climbed out into the chest-deep snow and collected enough wood to make a fire to combat the subzero temperatures until a rescue helicopter could retrieve them the next day.

			

			The accident investigation team had assured the present crew that they had discovered and fixed what had gone wrong three months previously, but Svetlana knew this was the first real test. She intently watched the instruments and the clock to make sure the ship kept working.

			At 288 seconds, just short of five minutes into ascent, the second-stage engine shut down on time. The automated system sent the separation command, a small electric current ran through the wires, and the five pyrotechnic charges ignited.

			The third-stage engine erupted into life right on time, this time flawlessly. The empty second stage tumbled away as expected, to fall back to Earth and crash onto the sparsely populated Soviet territory below.

			Alexei transmitted one word back to the keenly listening team in Launch Control. “Normalna.” All is nominal. He then clarified, adding, “Third stage is stable, combustion chamber pressure within normal limits.”

			Svetlana realized she’d been holding her breath and exhaled slowly through her nose to keep from fogging up her visor. She glanced at the ascent checklist she was holding against her knee. Just a steady acceleration now, all the way up to final speed. She glanced at the pressure gauges, verifying that all seals were holding, keeping their precious atmosphere inside the ship. A little metal bubble of air being pushed to incredible speed in the emptiness of space.

			Right on time, exactly 528 seconds after liftoff, the rocket engine shut down, the capsule separated from the final stage, solar arrays and antennas unlatched and sprang out into position, and the crew watched their checklists float up off their legs as they felt themselves in weightlessness.

			Now how do I feel? Svetlana quickly considered and smiled again.

			I feel like I’m safely home.
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			Apollo Command Module, Earth Orbit

			“Man, I tell you, this is worth waiting sixteen years for!”

			Deke Slayton, at 51 the oldest man ever to fly in space, was staring wide-eyed out through his right-side window of the Apollo capsule.

			The blue glow of Earth reflected off his deeply lined face. He’d been one of America’s first seven astronauts but had been grounded because of an irregular heartbeat discovered during a centrifuge training run. He’d taken years of medication and eventually undergone a cardiac catheterization at the Mayo Clinic to clear him with the NASA doctors, and today he was finally in orbit.

			All that Life magazine and Kennedy hoopla in the early sixties, all those years helping other astronauts fly, but now he was undeniably here, in space! No one could ever take this away.

			And his heart felt fine.

			As Deke watched the coast of Newfoundland roll past at five miles per second, 90 miles below him, he twisted his spacesuit’s red and blue wrist rings and pulled carefully on the black rubberized fingertips to slide off his heavy pressure gloves. He stripped off the soft white cotton gloves under them, stuffed those into the outer gloves to keep them from floating away and reached up to release his helmet’s latches. He squeezed, pulled and slid the red handle of his neck-ring mechanism sideways, and heard the familiar metallic snicking noise as his helmet popped free. He maneuvered it up past his nose and the bulging ear cups of his comm cap and slid it into its mesh stowage bag.

			

			Somehow, in the short time he’d been stowing his helmet, both gloves had disappeared. “Gonna have to get used to zero g,” he muttered. He carefully moved his head and spotted one down by his right knee and the other floating almost out of reach above the helmet of Vance Brand, another spaceflight rookie, who was strapped in beside him in the center seat. Deke slapped Vance on the knee and gave him a thumbs-up, both men grinning at each other. He then retrieved the gloves, stuffed them into the helmet bag and settled in to listen to Houston talking to Tom Stafford, the mission commander. Tom had flown twice on Gemini and had orbited the Moon on Apollo 10.

			The Houston CAPCOM, Kaz Zemeckis, a man Deke knew well from the tumultuous flight of Apollo 18, was speaking. “We’ve gone around the room and looked at all the data we had during the launch phase, and you’re looking real fine. No problems.”

			“Super. Thanks, Kaz.” Tom leaned forward in his reclined chair and twisted to smile broadly across the Apollo cockpit at Vance and Deke, raising his thumb in the air as well. “We’re on our way, boys.”

			“We’re going to be doing the TD&E in two minutes, Kaz. We’re set up and counting.”

			Tom Stafford’s voice, relayed through the communications ship Vanguard in the South Pacific, sounded tense.

			No wonder, Kaz thought. TD&E meant transposition, docking and extraction. The crew had only been in space for an hour, and they were about to execute one of the trickiest maneuvers of the entire flight, including firing explosives.

			

			Kaz glanced around Mission Control. He was seated at the CAPCOM console, working as the crew’s capsule communicator—their trusted agent on the ground. To his left was Glynn Lunney, the flight director, and around the tiered room, staring at their displays, were experts in each of the spacecraft’s systems. In front of them all was a large screen showing a blue-black map of the world. The small symbol of the Apollo ship was following a long, curved orange arc, currently passing 4,000 miles south of Hawaii.

			Kaz twisted around and looked up through the tall glass windows behind him into the public viewing room, where Max Faget, the designer of every NASA spaceship since Mercury, was sitting next to George Low, NASA’s Deputy Administrator. He’d heard that President Ford was also watching from Washington, alongside Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin and James Fletcher, NASA’s Administrator.

			Kaz turned back to face front, smiling wryly. No pressure.

			The Apollo crew was about to push a button labeled CSM/LV Sep. It would send an electrical signal from their Command and Service Modules to a detonating cord, igniting it in a flash of sparks and light, explosively unzipping the ship into two sections, separating the crewed portion from the Lunar Vehicle adapter still attached to the Saturn IVB rocket. Four door-sized protective panels would tumble off into space, but the S-IVB would stay centered, motionless, waiting. Revealed at the end of it would be the prize that Tom Stafford needed to maneuver and grab—the Docking Module that would let them dock with the Soviet Soyuz spaceship that had launched eight hours before.

			Despite the criticality of the event, there was no comm from the Apollo crew. Frowning, Glynn waved impatiently to get Kaz’s attention. Mission Control always wanted to know everything that was happening, but Kaz’s job was to let the crew do their work without constant interruption and distraction. Kaz shrugged and said, “They’re busy, FLIGHT, sorry.”

			A full minute passed as they waited for confirmation. Engineers watched their telemetry, alert for malfunctions. Finally, Tom’s voice crackled in their headsets. “We’re off the IV-B.”

			

			“Roger, Tom,” Kaz said, and fell quiet again. He’d spent months in the simulators with the crew and now visualized the intensity of what they were doing. Tom was moving his hand controllers to flip his ship around backwards, find the Docking Module against the blackness of space, and maneuver in precisely to stab it with Apollo’s docking probe.

			Tom’s voice rasped with irritation from 3,500 miles away, over the Pacific. “Kaz, we got a problem. It’s so bright in the background, I can’t see my COAS.” The COAS was the Crew Optical Alignment Sight, the aiming tube with crosshairs that Tom needed to use to accurately fly his ship in to dock.

			At every console in Mission Control, engineers visibly tensed. “We got a problem” were the words the Apollo 13 crew had said after an oxygen tank explosion had crippled their ship, and it had taken three days of nonstop work to safely get the crew back to splashdown.

			“Roger, copy,” Kaz replied. He looked at the clocks at the front of the room. One of them showed the time until they lost signal over the horizon from the Vanguard comm ship. They had 90 seconds to try to help.

			Rapid-fire questions and suggestions flowed into Kaz’s earpiece from the engineers in the room. The simulator the crew had trained in had primitive optics and visual displays. Since this was the last mission of the Apollo program, there hadn’t been money for upgrades. The crew hadn’t experienced the actual brightness of the Earth or the Sun in the alignment sight.

			What does Tom need right now? Kaz added up what everyone had said, glanced at Lunney and transmitted an idea. “Tom, suggest you move your head to compare your direct vision and the view through COAS, as well as make small attitude corrections to minimize the glare.”

			Then he shut up. Tom was an experienced fighter pilot and test pilot with three spaceflights under his belt. This was now his problem to solve.

			A minute passed in silence. Then Kaz glanced at the clock and stepped on his foot switch to transmit something the crew needed to know. “Apollo, Houston, we’re about thirty seconds from losing signal. I’ll give you a call in twenty minutes via Rosman.”

			

			This is going to be a long twenty minutes, Kaz thought.

			Just as Apollo was disappearing over the horizon from the Vanguard, Houston heard Tom’s voice. “Kaz, I got the COAS back in. Finally. Thanks for the suggestions. Looking good for docking.”

			“Roger, Tom,” Kaz said, as the whole room exhaled. By the time the spaceship had traveled far enough around the Earth that they could talk to them via the big antennas at Rosman, North Carolina, either Tom would have connected with the Docking Module or he wouldn’t.

			They’d burn that bridge when they got to it.

			Kaz leaned back in his chair, feeling restless. Ever since going out for dinner with Laura, he’d been thinking about what they’d seen at the Chinese restaurant. The sense that something wasn’t quite right niggled at the back of his brain. Why was the entrance guarded? Why had they treated the waitress so harshly?

			He’d decided he wanted to take another look.

			He twisted in his seat to catch JW McKinley’s eye. Pulling the mic boom away from his mouth, he called, “Hey, Doc, what are you doing after we get off shift today?”

			“Sorry, Kaz, I’ve already got a date,” JW said. “It’s my wife’s birthday.”

			“Ah. Give her a hug from me,” Kaz said. “No worries. I’m just curious about something and want to check it out, then grab some dinner afterwards.”

			The exchange had caught Jimmy Doi’s attention, and he was looking Kaz’s way. Might be a better choice than JW.

			“Jimmy, what do you think—you free tonight?”
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