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  To the memory of my parents.


  
    
      “If it is possible that there could be regions with other dimensions, it is very likely that God has somewhere brought them into being.”

      —Immanuel Kant, Prussian Philosopher

    

  


  
    
      “Ignorance more frequently begets confidence than does knowledge.”

      —Charles Darwin

    

  


  Chapter 1


  Beneath the field of stars, Joshua tossed his baseball into the air and marveled at his ability to overcome the earth’s gravity. The idea that his ten-year-old arm could defeat the pull of such a massive body delighted him. It was a rare triumph over a force that ruled his life.


  The ball slowed its ascent into the night sky and lingered against the stellar backdrop. He had created his own small satellite, faintly lit by the Passover Moon rising to the east. He rested his head against the cool blades of grass and raised his gloved hand, prepared for a delicate orbital rendezvous.


  Joshua winced as the ball fell to earth and smashed into his nose.


  Instinctively, he checked to see if his father was watching. But, of course, he couldn’t be. Dad should be rising in the west right now, climbing toward the nearly full moon. Joshua rubbed the sting from his eyes and searched for the artificial star, but the roof of his new home blocked his view. Just a few more minutes.


  The house itself was nice enough. Smaller than what they’d had in Texas, but room enough for just him and his mom. Since arriving in Princeton last week, he had struggled to absorb the sudden change in surroundings. Houston was a place where he thought he was finally fitting in. Now this. His mom said they needed a break from the space business, but he suspected it really concerned a particular astronaut. His dad. Another force completely beyond his control or understanding.


  Joshua considered another toss of the ball, then thought better of it. He had never had much luck with gravity. He could already calculate the acceleration of a mass falling from the sky, but heaven forbid if he should try to catch it.


  He set the ball and glove aside and renewed his search for the space station. This time he closed his eyes and allowed his mind to drift into orbit, probing for his father’s presence. This rendezvous succeeded. He could tell his dad was busy, probably preparing for the supply ship docking. He certainly was unaware that his son was watching him from below. Did he even know they were now in New Jersey? He did a quick search for his mom. She was in the kitchen, cleaning up from dinner. As usual, she seemed sad.


  He opened his eyes and spotted the space station, now the brightest star in the crisp spring sky. Its purposeful trek beneath the fixed celestial backdrop seemed so peaceful, precisely orbiting the earth every ninety minutes. There was no hint of the twisted space-time fabric through which it journeyed, spinning in the earth’s four-dimensional wake.


  Joshua was fascinated by the movements of these heavenly objects. Einstein, Hawking and Witten were his heroes. Unlike what he often heard on Sunday morning TV, Joshua thought their theories about the universe’s origin only brought him closer to God. He didn’t find the enormity of the universe to be overwhelming. He found it comforting.


  A hazy glow near the constellation of Andromeda caught his attention. He knew the light from this spiral galaxy had taken over two million years to reach his inquisitive eyes—light from stars with planets that may no longer be in existence. Joshua could spend hours in this time machine, absorbing the ancient energy of the universe. If he could see far enough, he wondered if he might glimpse the creation of his own planet, billions of years earlier.


  He let his focus drift to the moon, its light barely a second away. The dark linear scars from the Helium-Three mines were unmistakable. His dad had been there before the Chinese began the strip mining, but he never spoke of this or any other mission. In fact, any discussion of space or teaching Joshua to fly had ended about a year ago. He recalled it was about the time he got his first pair of glasses.


  Joshua turned his attention back to the small point of light whizzing directly overhead. From his perspective, the space station was on a collision course with the rising moon. He knew this was impossible, but he felt a sudden sense of dread. An instant later, he watched in horror as the artificial star shattered into a multitude of tiny falling stars.


  Chapter 2


  Chinese takeout off the stern!” Curt Lucas checked the range to the Songzhou supply ship, just visible above the earth’s crescent. “I hope they remembered the duck sauce.”


  “That’s a U.S built ship,” Huan’s voice crackled over the intercom. “Probably only ketchup.”


  Curt ignored the remark and turned his attention to the rendezvous. He wondered how he was going to survive four months in close quarters with this Chinese taikonaut. At least Jules would be joining them soon.


  “Range 1200 meters. Closure’s nominal.” Curt cross-checked the readings from the laser range finder against his rendezvous control display. As expected, they agreed.


  The supply ship was approaching the station from below and behind, flying faster in the lower orbit. In a few moments it would fire its rockets and climb up and away from the earth’s weakening grasp. Within the strange world of orbital mechanics, Curt knew this act of acceleration would really serve to slow the supply ship down, preventing an overshoot of the station.


  “Radial transfer in two minutes.” Curt strained to reacquire the tiny dot of light. “I’ve lost sight against the earth. Damn thing’s too bright.”


  “Ah, you know what goes second ye ye. Perhaps it is time for some spectacles.”


  Curt automatically flipped a middle finger in Huan’s direction. “Grandpa can still get this up youngster.” This Chinese kid was brash, no doubt about it. Made him think of how US astronauts used to be.


  “I lived in Boston for four years,” Huan reminded him. “I’ve seen that American greeting many times.”


  “Because you all come to MIT, learn our secrets and then race home to make copies.” Curt was still messing with the kid, but the subject was a sore one. The fact that China was the lead nation for the Mars mission only made it worse.


  “Copy this junk?” Huan floated over to Curt’s position and pointed out his window toward the station’s forward docking port. The scarred wing of the space shuttle was just visible in its perpendicular berth.


  “That things almost as old as you, Luc. And this station is half dead. You think we want to copy this?”


  Curt stared at the shuttle. It had brought them to the station two days earlier in preparation for the Mars mission in what may have been its final launch. After a decade in mothballs, NASA had revived the shuttle program when its follow-on was cancelled for funding. There were only two left, and both showed the wear from decades of space travel. He could relate.


  “Anyway,” Huan continued, “we’re building our own space plane and we both know whose flag is flying over the only permanent moon base.”


  Curt nodded. He could tell the kid about baby boomers dragging the country down with their drugs, greed and social security payments, but they had a long trip to discuss such topics. No sense using up all of the good conversation now.


  “Thirty seconds to transfer. Freedom confirm status.”


  Jules’ voice was a welcome interruption. Curt keyed his headset mike so he could transmit to Chinese mission control at Jiuquan. “Freedom’s ready for transfer,” he reported, mimicking Jules’ use of the original space station designation. Back when the US dominated space, he thought. “Solar arrays are feathered and locked.”


  “Copy Freedom,” Jules replied. “I look forward to joining you in a few days. And tell Huan to stow his girly mags before I get there.”


  As Huan winked, Curt considered a few choice replies, but settled on, “Will do, Jules.”


  All of the men in both space programs had fallen for Jules Donovan. The fact that she was a devout, straight-laced Christian only made her more desirable. She had the look of Grace Kelly, the mind of Marie Curie and soon the company of three men on a long duration mission to Mars. A reality show could not have planned it any better.


  Curt renewed his search for the Songzhou as Jules counted down to the rocket burn. At zero he spotted a flash of light slowly rising toward the station. The burn would drive the twenty-ton ship to a co-altitude orbit, just 300 meters away from the station. From there, the delicate dance with Mister Newton’s laws would begin.


  The oddities of orbital flight had become second nature to Curt. He had been flying in space for nearly fifteen years, so such ideas as catching another space ship by rocketing away from it seemed normal. He glanced at Huan, who was intently gazing at the earth from their 250-mile perch. The kid had no idea of all the things that could go wrong. Ignorance certainly could be bliss in space.


  “Hey, Huan. You still with me?”


  “We’re over the homeland, Luc. I told my mother I would take a picture of our hometown if it were clear. You once had a mother, yes?”


  Curt shook his head. Four months.


  He accepted long ago that his choice of career would entail a little business travel. Long separations from his wife and family, and the planet earth for that matter, had become the norm. Until Maggie made it permanent. For a moment he felt regret, but he quickly suppressed it. Such had become the norm also.


  Curt turned his attention to the rendezvous video display that would soon give the supply ship’s view of the space station. He unconsciously grasped the small joystick that enabled manual control of the Songzhou.


  “Hey cowboy,” Huan called, floating up behind him. “You don’t think you can out fly the computers, do you?”


  “Be prepared,” Curt smiled, repeating the old boy scout motto. “Remember, I was flying fighters in the Terror Wars while your mother was still handing out red eggs and pepper for baby Huan.”


  “That’s red eggs and ginger.”


  “Whatever. If you want to look out a window, why don’t you head into the Cupola and help me monitor the rendezvous. I’ll be stuck with only video from this position.”


  Huan gave a thumbs-up and floated toward the nodes connecting the American Destiny Lab with the European Cupola. Curt referred to this part of the station as the “west end” and the old Russian section as the “dead end”. The Russian modules had been unoccupied for nearly ten years. In fact, the entire station was often abandoned for months at a time. The Russians were too busy fighting Islamic extremists in their southern republics and space travel wasn’t profitable enough for the Europeans.


  Only the Chinese were making money. Their Helium-Three mines on the moon would soon be powering fusion reactors around the world. Not to mention the Chinese rocket that would bring Jules and the other taikonaut to the station, and then all four of them on to the Red Planet.


  “Beautiful view from here,” Huan called. Curt could see he was waving at him like some silly space tourist. “Can you see me?”


  Curt knew Huan to be a brilliant astro-geologist, but sometimes he was as hard to focus as his own son. The kid really would not be of much use until they were on the Martian surface.


  “Yes,” Curt answered impatiently. “But can you see the Songzhou?”


  Curt’s view from the lab’s nadir window was excellent, but limited. He could see Huan in the six-window Cupola jutting out from the station’s lower node. It was a spectacular sight with Huan suspended above the earth in a glass trapezoid, but not one he could afford to dwell on. The supply ship had completed its burn and would be approaching a co-altitude orbit just beyond the station’s 200-meter “keep out” zone. He would not have useful video from the Songzhou until it was aligned with the station’s docking port. Until then, he liked to have a set of eyeballs on the unmanned ship.


  “Tally ho, GI,” Huan called. “The Songzhou is off the nose and closing.”


  Curt pulsed the laser range finder and instantly received a reading of 450 meters. The differential GPS confirmed a slow closure of the two vehicles.


  “Transfer’s complete,” Curt relayed to Jules. “The Songzhou is looking good for final approach.”


  “Roger, Freedom. Standby retrograde. ATV looks good from here,” Jules added.


  Curt caught the reference to automatic transfer vehicle, the generic NASA name for the supply ship. Jules’ weak attempt to remind her Chinese partners in mission control that this was an American built ship didn’t mean much since only the Chinese government was buying them. American companies were still making small craft for tourism and re-supply. But the US government had not funded a manned spacecraft since Curt’s moon mission almost ten years earlier.


  “She’s hardcore,” Huan remarked. “Must have been educated at one of those Wahabi Christian schools you guys have popping up around the States.”


  “True Testament schools,” Curt corrected. “Jules is too smart for that crowd. Those people are strict fundamentalists worshiping a God I don’t recognize. They think the end is near and actually seem to pray for it to happen.”


  “If they believe it, no harm in praying.”


  “The harm is teaching kids the earth is only 6000 years old. That religion supercedes science.” Curt could feel his blood pressure rising. He couldn’t understand how people could ignore observable facts. “That guy Cain is behind this True Testament movement. The only thing he preys on is ignorance.”


  “We hear Cain might run for President. Too much faith still gets our government a little nervous.”


  Just ask the folks in Tibet, Curt thought. “No, fringe groups like Cain’s are just making noise since it’s an election year. I really don’t give a damn who runs the country as long they get us competing with you Chinese again. Faith alone ain’t gonna do it.”


  “What about you, Luc? Seeing the universe from up here, doesn’t it make you believe in a higher power?”


  Curt took a moment to absorb the billion points of light within his narrow view. He didn’t do it very often anymore. “No,” he said finally. “I don’t need to invoke God to understand the enormity of the universe. I’ve got a pretty good idea of how things work. No, I believe in Curt and I think God prefers it that way.”


  “Well, I believe in Curt too, ye ye. Ancestor worship is still big in China you know.”


  “Retrograde in thirty seconds,” Jules called from Mission Control.


  Curt acknowledged and checked the rendezvous video display. The Songzhou’s camera relayed a crisp black and white view of the patchwork station. Looming in front of the camera, anchored to the station’s nose, was the dark tiled belly of the shuttle. Aligned behind it along the station’s axis of travel was the Destiny Lab and the node connecting it to the cold, unpressurized Russian modules. Like new growth from a dead stump, the various support trusses and solar arrays branched out above the station’s “west end”. Below, extending toward the earth, was a large node from which the Cupola protruded like a small glass bud. Appropriate, Curt thought, to now have a Chinese seed inside.


  “Holding at 250 meters,” Curt called as the Songzhou extinguished its braking rockets. “Freedom is ‘go’ for docking.”


  Curt’s command gave permission for the Songzhou to proceed inside the 200-meter bubble. Now the reaction control computers would have to earn their keep.


  “What else is this thing bringing us?” Huan asked from his glass perch.


  “Besides your fortune cookies, about four tons of propellant. Enough to keep this station flying for a few more months.”


  “Hope we’re not here that long.”


  Curt could see Huan straining his neck to view the Songzhou. He knew what the kid was thinking. He had the same concern. If the main Chinese rocket was delayed or the Mars mission scrubbed, the two of them would have to return to earth in the shuttle. It was their only way home. But in order to align with the station’s lower docking port, the Songzhou had to execute a delicate detour around the shuttle’s protruding tail. Curt never felt comfortable putting his life in the silicon hands of low bid computers. Again, he tested his grip on the rendezvous joystick.


  “Can you see it yet?” From the video, Curt could tell the Songzhou was beginning to duck beneath the shuttle. He glanced out his own window, but from this vantage all he could see was the space ship’s massive empennage silhouetted against the hazy blue of earth. He noticed the upper clouds were turning a salmon pink. They were crossing the terminator between night and day, transitioning into nightfall. The accelerated sunset would aid their rendezvous, thankfully blocking the sun’s blinding light.


  “I’ve got it now,” Huan confirmed. “Looks like it will clear the tail. Too close for my comfort.”


  Curt knew the two objects were hurtling around the earth at 18,000 miles per hour. But all that mattered now were their relative velocities, measured in movements that were barely perceptible. It was like two skydivers trying to link hands in the midst of a free fall.


  “Steady on the v-bar,” Curt said as the Songzhou slid into view beneath his window. “One meter per second.”


  He watched as the supply ship positioned itself beneath the lower docking port and rotated ninety degrees to align. It was almost directly beneath Huan’s position, ready to close on its final approach.


  “Not bad,” Huan admitted. “Americans can still build a decent ship.”


  Before Curt could answer, the Songzhou disappeared in a brilliant flash of light. For a moment, he thought the sun had peaked above the horizon, but that was impossible. No, this was a rocket. The Songzhou’s main thruster!


  Curt immediately flipped the rendezvous override switch to enable manual control. He had to shutdown the main rocket before the twenty-ton ship gained too much momentum.


  He simultaneously commanded a main engine cut and fired the retrograde thruster. Nothing. The supply ship maintained its fiery thrust toward the station. He needed help.


  “Control, main engine cut! Main engine cut!”


  The instant he released the microphone switch, Curt saw the Songzhou’s rocket extinguish.


  “Freedom, we show main engine shutdown. Confirm?”


  Curt had no time to give Jules a reply. Glancing at the rendezvous display, he could see they were seconds from collision.


  He knew he had to quell any panic with precise and immediate action. He squeezed the rendezvous joystick that would trigger the Songzhou’smaneuvering thrusters and assessed his options. Three actions simultaneously flashed through his mind. Maneuver. He must alter the Songzhou’svector from a direct hit. Huan. He was too vulnerable. He had to get him back to the Destiny Lab. Escape. The shuttle—it must to be protected.


  Video from the Songzhou showed a rapidly growing space station. Closure thirty meters per second. Range fifty meters. His only maneuver option was to send the Songzhou toward the “dead end”.


  Curt slammed his joystick hard over and yelled into the intercom. “Huan, get out of there!”


  He stared in disbelief as the Songzhou continued on its path, unperturbed.


  The next second passed very slowly.


  As Curt gently pushed himself away from the station wall, he watched the Songzhou’s silent advance toward the lower node.


  In the Cupola, he could see Huan launch himself away from the outer glass and make an awkward twist toward the hatch.


  Curt waited for the sound of impact.


  Chapter 3


  The glass slipped from her fingers and smashed into the kitchen floor. Maggie Lucas watched it disintegrate with a mixture of sorrow and relief. Another reminder gone.


  As she knelt to collect the shards of glass, Maggie noticed the frosted image of a space shuttle remained on the largest piece. The glass, she remembered, had been her gift to Curt after his selection as an astronaut.


  They had celebrated their release from hell, otherwise known as the Mojave Desert, with great expectations. Four years as an Edwards test pilot had not been enough for Curt. For him, it was time to take the next step up the pyramid.


  Maggie had just been happy to get out of that dusty old cinder block house with the leaky swamp cooler. She hadn’t understood then that higher up the pyramid meant less room for Maggie.


  She had been warned.


  “You can dance naked on his desktop and he won’t even know you’re there.” This caution, from one of the other spouses at their welcoming luncheon in Houston, did not fully register at the time. After all, she and Curt were virtual newlyweds, married only two years by then.


  They had met while each of them was enduring high stress academics—she at UCLA completing a masters in astrobiology and Curt at the Test Pilot School. Her small apartment in Santa Monica had been an escape for them both, offering quiet moments on the beach away from responsibility. At the time, she never directly competed with an aircraft flight manual or flight test profile for attention. So astronaut training came as a shock.


  At first, she had been just as excited about Curt’s ambitions. Even while growing up in the South Jersey pinelands, her dream was to study life forms on other planets. Now, here was a guy who might actually travel to them.


  When Curt was assigned to his first shuttle mission, she truly felt as if she was a part of the crew’s training. The thunderous launch from the Cape filled her with as much pride as concern for Curt’s safety. No denying the memories of Challenger and Columbia always lurked within the minds of the families. But the months of training and days of worry faded into the Florida haze as Curt guided the shuttle to a picture perfect landing. They could be a couple again.


  Until the next mission. And the next.


  Over time, she understood the cycle never ended. She would never receive more than a Santa Monica moment from Curt. But the transition to NASA had not been the only issue in their marriage. No, the real problem had been the death of their son.


  As she bent over the kitchen floor, Maggie could feel the tug of the old scar tissue. The emergency cesarean took place while Curt was in orbit. She had given him the news while he helplessly circled above the earth. Their distance that day had never lessened.


  Ever since, Maggie had struggled to give Curt a life he could enjoy on earth. But without a checklist to follow or a mission to accomplish, Curt continued to withdraw from her. Only when Joshua entered their lives did Curt find a reason to stay home. For a time.


  “Come on Josh, let’s play catch.” These were often Curt’s first words when he arrived home from work. Until he realized Joshua was not an athletic child. Then the work days gradually became longer and the offers to play less frequent. The sight of Joshua patiently waiting for his father’s arrival, ball and glove at the ready, broke Maggie’s heart. The decision to leave Houston soon followed.


  Maggie stood to throw away the last pieces of glass. She realized Joshua had been outside for over an hour. She looked out the kitchen window and spotted him on the small hill behind the garage. This seemed to be his favorite spot ever since they had arrived at the new house. Clear of trees, the hill offered an unobstructed view of the night sky.


  Staring at the heavens had become Joshua’s new passion. Maggie made a mental note to get him a telescope so he could feel closer to his dad’s second home. She could see he had set his ball and glove aside.


  She didn’t notice that the baseball slowly rolled uphill toward her son.


  Chapter 4


  Huan desperately thrust his body toward the Cupola’s open hatch. It seemed an eternity before he reached the opening. As his fingers curled around the small metal handholds, he tried to make sense of the sudden turn of events.


  Why had the thruster fired? And why didn’t Curt take manual control?


  Pulling himself to the Cupola’s inner wall, Huan suddenly realized a more urgent question. Should he turn right or left into the next node?


  He squeezed the handholds in a panic, unsure if he might be upside down from the way he had entered the Cupola.


  An instant later, the crushing force of impact rippled through the space station structure and into Huan’s tensed body. He shot across the Cupola’s entry and slammed into the opposite wall. Dazed, he turned to look outside the Cupola’s windows.


  The earth-side view was blocked by a looming silver mass. The Songzhou. It continued to fill the remaining windows as it trekked toward the top side of the station. It seemed just centimeters from the windows’ thick outer panes, but incredibly, appeared to be drifting away from his position. Maybe, Huan thought, they would get by with just a single strike. He felt his ears pop indicating they had sustained a pressure leak somewhere. Still, they should be able to close some hatches and isolate that. Yes, they might just be okay.


  Huan took a closer look at the Songzhou and confirmed the Chinese characters on its aft end were getting smaller and harder to read. He looked through the top windows to try to gauge its vector. He was confused when he saw the Songzhou’s docking mechanism come into view. That didn’t make sense. Unless . . . the Songzhou was tumbling.


  He had time to take a gulp of air before the top edge of the supply ship slammed into the Cupola. The explosive decompression ripped him and every other loose object in the Cupola toward the opening at sonic velocity. His last coherent thought as he crashed into the gapping hole wasten seconds. He remembered this from training. Following an explosive decompression in space, his time of useful consciousness would be approximately ten seconds.


  Huan became vaguely aware that the roar of escaping air had subsided. His body had effectively sealed the hole in the Cupola’s window. His chest cavity protruded into the vacuum of space and his limbs pressed hard against the surrounding glass. Already, his body was swelling to twice its normal size as water vapor rapidly formed within his soft tissues.


  As his vision slowly faded from the lack of oxygen to his brain, he noticed several small red balls drifting around his face. His chest convulsed sharply, sucking at any remaining oxygen molecules, and more of the balls appeared.


  He didn’t realize that by holding his breath at the moment of decompression, he had created a massive pressure differential within his chest. The delicate pulmonary tissue had been shredded, instantly rupturing airways and capillaries. His lungs were nothing but bloody pulps, spewing gobs of these bloody red balls.


  Huan’s body convulsed twice more, then was still. His last sensation was the saliva boiling on his tongue. Then he drifted off into oblivion.


  ●


  Curt floated in the center of the Destiny Lab. At impact, he felt nothing. Unlike an earth-bound accident, he knew it was much safer to stay unrestrained in a space collision.


  He watched the entire lab lurch toward his position. The sound was like the deep crunch of an empty beer can. This made sense since most of the station’s outer shell was constructed of aluminum. Though the lightweight skin was wrapped in a protective layer of Kevlar, Curt knew it was designed to withstand high-speed micro-meteorites, not the mass of a twenty-ton supply ship.


  He waited to determine his next action. The pop in his ears indicated a breach somewhere in the lower node. This was not critical. Yet.


  He glanced at the open hatch connecting the lab to the lower node. This was Huan’s only route of escape. If closed, the pressure interlock feature of the hatch would not allow it to reopen once a lower pressure existed on the other side. Huan had to return before the station’s pressure dropped too far. If not, Curt would be forced to close the hatch, effectively sealing Huan in a vacuous tomb.


  From the lab window, Curt saw the Songzhou tumble away from the lower node and strike the Cupola’s center window. The Cupola’s interior immediately disappeared in a dense fog as super cooled air rushed into the vacuum of space. The decision was made.


  Curt did not hesitate. He launched himself toward the open hatch, released the restraining bar, and slammed the hatch closed. Just before he did, the roar of escaping air suddenly stopped.


  Curt executed a flip turn off the closed hatch and thrust himself back to the Destiny window. The short decompression gave some hope. IfHuan had made it out of the Cupola and closed its hatch, he might still be alive in the lower node. He had to know.


  He pressed his face to the window, unsure if he would be greeted by the tumbling supply ship. Instead, the Songzhou glided past, spewing a white trail of hydrazine fuel. In its wake was the shattered Cupola.


  The deflection had spared the Destiny Lab, but not Huan. Curt could see Huan’s body wedged inside the punctured glass. There was nothing he could do for him. The young man’s eyes reflected the terror of instant suffocation. His body was racked by a final violent spasm and then he was gone.


  The station shuddered again, tossing Curt away from the lab window and into the opposite wall. His head bounced hard off one of the equipment racks. Slightly dazed, he realized the Songzhou must have impacted the solar arrays.


  As he lay against the side wall, Curt heard a weak voice calling as if from a great distance. He noticed his radio headset was resting on the wall beside him. It must have come off when he hit the rack. But that was strange. It had to be hooked on something, otherwise—


  Curt suddenly felt light headed. He reached for the headset, but his arm seemed to weigh a hundred pounds. He lunged at it, hooking the microphone with his fingers, and fell hard against the lab wall. Gravity!


  He rolled on his back, looked out the opposite window, and confirmed the worst. The space station was spinning out of control.


  Chapter 5


  Freedom. How copy? Freedom—” Jules released the microphone switch and stared at the central video monitor within the main control room of the Jiuquan Launch Complex. Stark images tumbled across the screen as the Songzhou’s rendezvous camera relayed the supply ship’s swath of destruction through the space station. A white cylinder. A glint of glass. The golden foil of the arrays. All interspersed with the star-streaked depths of space and the silent jolts of impact.


  She was stunned by the scene. And thankful. The shuttle had not been hit. Curt had a chance, but only with her help.


  “Doctor Lee!” Jules spun her chair away from her console and found the Mission Director transfixed by the Songzhou images. “We have to prepare the shuttle for undock,” she continued in Chinese. “Doctor Lee!”


  “Donovan . . .” The former Air Force general recovered his bearing and stepped toward her console, scanning the displays for information. “Why did that engine fire?”


  Fool. The old man was operating in the past. Still, it was to her advantage. She pointed at the supply ship control status on her screen.


  “The station took manual control of the Songzhou. I was able to kill the engine, but the station has command.”


  “Had command.” This from Sun Wei. The taikonaut stood beside Doctor Lee, towering over the Mission Director. His light gray flight suit hung loosely from broad shoulders, a contrast to the crisp, lean features of a man who seemed in tight control of any situation.


  Too tight, Jules thought, as Sun Wei leaned over her shoulder to view her rendezvous displays. The man was China’s most famous pilot and astronaut; first on the moon and soon to be the first human to set foot on Mars. Jules had endured six months of training in China, preparing to serve under his command. Six months that had taught her a great deal about godless communists.


  “Your telemetry trace shows a strike on the lower docking node and then the glass cupola.” Sun Wei glanced at Doctor Lee and then snapped upright. “What’s the crew’s status?”


  “We still have a signal from Lucas,” a voice reported from another console across the cavernous control room. “But we’ve lost life support data on Huan.”


  Sun Wei leaned toward Doctor Lee. “Donovan is right. We may need to abort the station. The shuttle is the only way to get them down.”


  “Right.” Jules spun confidently back to her console. “I’ll start the undock checklist and contact NASA to—”


  “No!” Doctor Lee strode to the front of her station. “By the spirit of Qian Xuesen, we will handle this! You just concentrate on contacting the crew and getting them to that shuttle. We don’t need governments involved in this yet.”


  The Doctor turned away before she could answer and busied himself with status reports from the other control room specialists.


  Jules reattempted contact with the station and then glared at Sun Wei. “We need to get Houston involved immediately. Our people have decades of experience with this space station and—”


  “That’s why you’re here,” Sun Wei interrupted, his tone falling well short of an endorsement to Jules’ ear. “You’ve been to the station. You’ve flown on the shuttle. We don’t need other government agencies getting involved to cover their ass.”


  “Are you suggesting NASA caused this? That’s ironic considering your own Mission Director invoked the spirit of Qian Xuesen, so called father of your space program. Who happened to be educated in the U.S., held the rank of Colonel in our Air Force, and designed the forerunner of our space shuttle.”


  “And then was deported, accused of being a spy.”


  “Exactly,” Jules snapped, pointing to a portrait of the old man that dominated the entrance to the control room. “A communist hero who planned to help the motherland all along.”


  Jules turned back to her console and pulled up the shuttle undock checklist. She took a deep breath and tried to block the thought of Sun Wei looming behind her. With this setback to the Mars mission, maybe she could finally get home to Houston. But it wouldn’t be worth much if she couldn’t get Curt home as well.


  “Freedom. This is Jiuquan. How copy?”


  No reply.


  “Qian Xuesen was no communist,” Sun Wei said quietly as Jules began to access the shuttles central computer. “He didn’t want to leave the U.S.”


  “But your propaganda said otherwise,” Jules replied without looking up.


  “Now you see why Doctor Lee doesn’t want government involvement. Any government.”


  Jules paused to look at Sun Wei.


  “If you haven’t noticed,” he continued, “the Chinese Air Force runs this space program. We want to keep it that way.”


  Chapter 6


  The rapid change from weightlessness to gravity was completely disorienting. Coupled with the multi-axis tumble, Curt was not convinced he could make it out of the lab. He had to concentrate. He closed his eyes to ease the vertigo and quickly went through his options.


  Trying to stabilize the station would be useless. The collision had completely overwhelmed the four control gyroscopes used for orientation. The station’s hydrazine thrusters were surely firing, but at this stage, probably only making matters worse. Chinese mission control might be able to coordinate the thrusters, but if they hadn’t already tried, it was certainly too late now.


  No, there was only one option. He had to get to the shuttle. But a shuttle reentry was not meant to be a one-man operation. And even if he made it through the lab to the shuttle’s docking port, was the big ship still attached?


  He heard the distant voice again. The headset. Curt slipped it on his head in time to catch the last part of Jules’ transmission.


  “. . . prepare for Jesus. Freedom, prepare for Jesus.”


  What the hell? Was Jules praying for him? Well, he wasn’t ready to meet his maker quite yet. Not that there’s any likelihood in my case, he thought.


  Then he remembered. JESUS—Joint Expedited Ship Undocking and Separation. Control was already prepping the shuttle for reentry. The ship was still there.


  Curt eased himself into a crouch. A wave of nausea crashed over him as his inner ears argued over which way was up.


  He keyed the mike and forced a calmness to his voice. “Control, confirm shuttle power-up.” This was step one.


  “Affirm,” Jules replied. “Power-up in progress. Curt . . . what’s your status?”


  Curt detected the tremble in Jules’ voice. That was a first.


  “The Songzhou rammed us. We took multiple hits. Huan is dead and the station is tumbling.”


  Curt began an unsteady crawl along what was normally considered the top of the lab. Except now, the station’s roll was creating an artificial pull that said the roof had become a floor.


  “I’m making my way through Destiny to the shuttle port,” Curt added. He kept his eyes focused straight ahead on the connecting node. He felt as if he was loose in a giant Tilt-a-Whirl at Six Flags.


  “Understand.” There was a pause during which Curt could hear several excited Chinese voices through the open mike. “Confirm roll rate is less than two degrees per second.”


  Curt glanced out the window and saw the moon quickly flash by. “More like twenty,” he said as another wave of nausea swept from his brain down to the pit of his stomach. “But uncoordinated and getting worse. It’s rolling and tumbling.”


  There was another lengthy silence from mission control. Curt and Jules both knew that two degrees per second was supposed to be the maximum station roll rate for a shuttle undocking. Anything greater only increased the odds of the shuttle hitting part of the station’s structure.


  “Okay, Curt. We’re starting calculations on your best landing site.”


  Curt appreciated the optimism in this statement, but he also understood its meaning. There was nothing else mission control could do for him. He was on his own to escape.


  One step at a time, he reminded himself. He didn’t know how much time he had before the station began to break apart, but he had to keep thinking rationally. It had saved his butt plenty of times in the past.


  He reached the forward node connecting Destiny to the shuttle’s docking port. As he pulled himself through the open hatch, he felt a sudden vibration through the station walls. An instant later, he was weightless.


  Instinctively, Curt tucked himself into a ball. Something bad was about to happen. The station heaved and then shuddered with a distinct crunch of ruptured metal. Like a bent tree limb snapping back into place, a tremendous force rippled through the structure, tossing Curt against one side of the node and then whipping him back against the opposite wall.


  Part of the station just departed, he realized. But what part? The node had a small window, looking toward the station’s top side. Curt pulled himself to it, fighting the renewed gravity. He peered outside, just in time to see the two large Russian modules tumbling away. The dead end had broken off. Curt could not see the shuttle. He could only hope it was still intact.


  He pulled himself through the node and into the pressurized mating adapter that served as the shuttle’s berth. His body felt lighter. He had noticed the station’s tumble seemed slower when he looked outside. Shedding the mass of the Russian section had shortened the moment arm, but the station continued its roll, forcing him against the outer walls as if he was in a giant centrifuge.


  Curt sealed the hatch behind him, leaving himself enclosed within the docking port. He faced the locked hatch that led to the shuttle and hesitated. He had no pressure suit. He was still wearing his shorts and NASA polo shirt. Of course, if the shuttle had broken away, his attire wouldn’t matter. The hatch would never open and he’d be stuck on the disintegrating station until it burned up in the atmosphere . . . unless he ended up like Huan first.


  He pulled himself to the hatch and peered at its small pressure differential gauge. There was an imbalance. The pressure on the outside of the hatch was lower. He immediately looked through the small hatch window and confirmed the shuttle docking node was still intact. The latches were holding, but the seal was stretching. He knew an enormous amount of torque was focused at this precise location. If the shuttle were to separate, he was at the breaking point.


  Curt quickly turned one of the equalization valves, reduced the local pressure, opened the hatch and pulled himself through. The space station was now abandoned—permanently.


  He had made it into the L-shaped shuttle docking node. It occupied the forward part of the shuttle’s cargo bay and connected to the mid-deck crew compartment. But this was no place to linger. He could hear the latches as they strained to bind the shuttle to the twisting station.


  Curt continued head first into the node and then made a ninety-degree turn toward the shuttle’s mid-deck. The transition was mind-boggling. The instant shift from the rolling station to the spinning shuttle completely destroyed whatever equilibrium he had left.


  He staggered forward to the mid-deck hatch and fell against it.


  How the hell am I going to fly this thing if I can’t even control my own body? He closed his eyes, gritted his teeth and forced himself to concentrate. Just like aerial combat in the F-22, he reminded himself. Control the situation—don’t just hang on for the ride. But first he had to get himself in that pilot’s seat.


  He entered the mid-deck and sealed the hatch behind him. The centrifugal force from the shuttle’s rotation threw him forward against the ladder leading up to the flight deck. But the climb to the shuttle’s cockpit felt nothing like going up. He stumbled to the pilot’s seat and quickly strapped himself down. Then he looked outside.


  He was staring straight down the main axis of what remained of the station. Past the tenuous grip of the docking port he could see the forward node, followed by the Destiny Lab and its connecting node. The Russian modules it once connected had completely disappeared from view. Thankfully, the lower node and its smashed Cupola were hidden from this vantage. Curt could see this entire train of aluminum tubes rolling in place, with the shuttle, like a misshapen propeller, spinning at its end.
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