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 At four in the morning Major John Redfield was awakened by rough shaking. "Today," he was told. "You're leaving today." He quickly dressed, packed a few belongings, and wrote a short letter to his wife. 

 

At five, he and Colonel Cunningham were called in for a final briefing by General Moseley, the senior Operations Research officer. "We want you to understand exactly why we're timing things this way," General Moseley said. "We estimate that rocket's about ninety per cent safe right now. You'll have nine chances out of ten of getting up there alive. But if we wait four weeks we can make the mission ninety-eight per cent safe. Here's a curve." 

 

He showed them a graph on which a curve rose from left to right. 

 

"That's safety plotted against time. The longer you wait, the more bugs we get out of the rocket. But here's another curve. This shows the probability that Eurasia will start something if we wait." 

 

Redfield examined the graph carefully. "Thirty per cent probability that Eurasia will act within a week. Is war that close?" 

 

Moseley nodded. "It is— if we don't act first. Of course, once you're up there, they won't dare start a war until they've neutralized our advantage. So here's a final curve. We've lumped everything together and plotted estimated benefit to the Alliance against time. The peak is today. That's why you're going up before the rocket's really finished." 

 

"It's strange," Redfield said, "but I don't feel worried at all. I have, such intense hate for Eurasia that more than anything else in the world I want a chance to strike out against them. I had a friend once. They held him prisoner for two years. Then they let him go." 

 

"I know," Moseley said. "I've seen some of those cases, though I wish to God I hadn't. It's unbelievable that a human being could live through something like that." 

 

"What frightens me," Cunningham said, "aren't the ones who have been physically tortured. It's the ones that come back in perfect health without a single mark anywhere on their bodies— nothing changed but their minds." 

 

"Good," said Moseley. "You each have strong personal motivations. Now, the way I look at your mission is this. Our struggle is a conflict between technology and psychology. We're far ahead of Eurasia in science and engineering, and they're far ahead of us in propaganda, espionage, and torture. So far, their psychology has been beating our technology all hollow. But here's where we even the score. Once you're up there in space, there isn't a damn thing to stop you from seeing everything that happens in Eurasia. We'll be able to strike at them, and they won't be able to strike back. Their only chance then will be to get a space station themselves, but in four months we'll have two more rockets up there that will be armed. So these next months are crucial. This will be the best chance we've ever had to neutralize their threat. The whole future of the Alliance may depend on what you do. Don't fail."  

 

At noon they took off from the Florida base, and an hour later they were a thousand miles in the sky. They floated around the world in a roughly north-south orbit, making one revolution every two hours, while the world rotated below them from west to east at its twenty-four hour rate. The plane of their orbit included the sun, so that they crossed the equator near noon and midnight. The ascent had been uneventful except for the strange new feeling of weightlessness during the periods when they coasted with the motors off. At first they found this pleasant and soothing, but after a few minutes it became dizzying and both men hastily swallowed capsules of Vertamine. By the time the rocket was fully established in its orbit, the vertigo had decreased and become bearable. But Redfield still had a mild sensation that his head was slowly swimming around. 

 

Their one room was a cylinder fifteen feet long and nine feet in diameter, with more than a third of the space packed with complex electronic and optical instruments. The axis of the cylinder was along their direction of motion, and the side that faced the earth they automatically thought of as down. Their food for the next four months would be dehydrated emergency rations, their air would be regenerated by algae growing in tanks on the sunlit side of the rocket, and they would sleep in shifts in a dark ventilated bag suspended along the axis of the cylinder. 

 

Redfield moved to the down side, stepping along the hull with the aid of magnetized shoes. He brought his face close to a window. Everything directly below him was dark, blending into twilight in. the Arctic far toward his feet. Here and there he could make out tiny patches of light. Cities. They were passing over the mysterious, hated land of the enemy, and he imagined below him the concentration camps, the millions of slave laborers, the torture chambers. How gigantic and how terrifying it was! It covered all of continental Asia except Turkey and the tip of Korea, plus part of Africa and more than half of Europe. All his life it had been growing. He remembered the consternation when India was absorbed, the panic of the refugees from Israel, the feeling of shame and defeat when Berlin was abandoned, and the sudden, almost bloodless seizure of Yugoslavia. Country after country had fallen to Eurasia and almost all of them without fighting. He moved to a viewing screen and adjusted the controls of an infrared telescope. A city of huge, squat buildings appeared on the screen in white, phosphorescent lines. On the wall beside the screen a detailed map was projected, with cross hairs automatically showing the point being studied through the telescope. He found he was looking at the great Eurasian espionage center near Khoshak in Outer Mongolia. Undoubtedly, there in some of the buildings shown on the screen, men were even then studying the rocket with telescopes and radar, measuring its size, plotting its course. He looked back at the screen. As he watched, the view slowly changed. The telescope was held on one point automatically, but the direction from which he looked was altering. 

 

He returned to the window. The world was drifting below him at an incredible rate. Khoshak had moved back toward his feet. To his left was the dark patch of the Gobi Desert, with cities on all sides of it. Presently he was passing over Tibet, with the Himalayas a misty white under the moonlight. Then Nepal and Bhutan. Pakistan. The lights of Calcutta. The blackness of the Bay of Bengal. And finally the Indian Ocean. At the left, he could see Sumatra, Java, and part of Borneo, and at the extreme left the edge of Australia came into view. 

 

He looked up. Cunningham was methodically checking instruments. Redfield looked back down through the window. "It's unbelievable," he said. "It moves so swiftly and yet so slowly. It's as though the day were only two hours long. I'm dizzy again. I don't know whether it's from just watching the earth or from the weightlessness." 
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