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IT’S A BEAUTIFUL APRIL day in Playalinda, Florida, not far from Cape Canaveral. This is the Year of Our Lord 2026, and only a few of the people in the crowd standing on the east side of Max Hoeck Back Creek are wearing masks. Most of those are old people, who got into the habit and find it hard to break. The coronavirus is still around, like a party guest who won’t go home, and while many fear it may mutate again and render the vaccines useless, for now it’s been fought to a draw.


Some members of the crowd—again, it’s mostly the oldies, the ones whose eyesight isn’t as good as it once was—are using binoculars, but most are not. The craft standing on the Playalinda launch pad is the biggest manned rocket ever to lift off from Mother Earth; with a fully loaded mass of 4.57 million pounds, it has every right to be called Eagle-19 Heavy. A fog of vapor obscures the last 50 of its 400-foot height, but even those with fading vision can read the three letters running down the spacecraft’s side:




T


E


T





And those with even fair hearing can pick up the applause when it begins. One man—old enough to remember hearing Neil Armstrong’s crackling voice telling the world that the Eagle had landed—turns to his wife with tears in his eyes and goosebumps on his tanned, scrawny arms. The old man is Douglas “Dusty” Brigham. His wife is Sheila Brigham. They retired to the town of Destin ten years ago, but they are originally from Castle Rock, Maine. Sheila, in fact, was once the dispatcher in the sheriff’s office.


From the Tet Corporation’s launch facility a mile and a half away, the applause continues. To Dusty and Sheila it sounds thin, but it must be much louder across the creek, because herons arise from their morning’s resting place in a lacy white cloud.


“They’re on their way,” Dusty tells his wife of fifty-two years.


“God bless our girl,” Sheila says, and crosses herself. “God bless our Gwendy.”
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EIGHT MEN AND TWO women walk in a line along the right side of the Tet control center. They are protected by a plexiglass wall, because they’ve been in quarantine for the last twelve days. The techs rise from behind their computers and applaud. That much is tradition, but today there’s also cheering. There will be more applause and cheers from the fifteen hundred Tet employees (the patches on their shirts, jackets, and coveralls identify them as the Tet Rocket Jockeys) outside. Any manned space mission is an event, but this one is extra special.


Second from the end of the line is a woman with her long hair, now gray, tied back in a ponytail that’s mostly hidden beneath the high collar of her pressure suit. Her face is unwrinkled and still beautiful, although there are fine lines around her eyes and at the corners of her mouth. Her name is Gwendy Peterson, she’s sixty-four, and in less than an hour she will be the first sitting U.S. senator to ride a rocket to the new MF-1 space station. (There are cynics among Gwendy’s political peers who like to say MF stands for a certain incestuous sex act, but it actually stands for Many Flags.)


The crew are carrying their helmets for the time being, so nine of them have a free hand to wave, acknowledging the cheers. Gwendy—technically a crew member—can’t wave unless she wants to wave the small white case in her other hand. And she doesn’t want to do that.


Instead of waving she calls, “We love you and thank you! This is one more step to the stars!”


The cheers and applause redouble. Someone yells, “Gwendy for President!” A few others take up the call, but not that many. She’s popular, but not that popular, especially not in Florida, which went red (again) in the last general election.


The crew leaves the building and climbs into the three-car tram that will take them to Eagle Heavy. Gwendy has to crane her neck all the way to the reinforced collar of her suit to see the top of the rocket. Am I really going up in that? she asks herself, and not for the first time.


In the seat next to her, the team’s tall, sandy-haired biologist leans toward her. He speaks in a low murmur. “There’s still time to back out. No one would think the worse of you.”


Gwendy laughs. It comes out nervy and too shrill. “If you believe that, you must also believe in Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy.”


“Fair enough,” he says, “but never mind what people would think. If you have any idea, any at all, that you’re going to freak out and start yelling ‘Wait, stop, I’ve changed my mind’ when the engines light up, then call it off now. Because once those engines go, there’s no turning around and no one needs a panicked politician onboard. Or a panicky billionaire for that matter.” He looks to the car ahead of them, where a man is bending the ear of the Ops Commander. In his white pressure suit, the man bears a resemblance to the Pillsbury Doughboy.


The three-car tram starts to roll. Men and women in coveralls applaud them on their way. Gwendy puts the white case down and holds it firmly between her feet. Now she can wave.


“I’ll be fine.” She’s not entirely sure of that but tells herself she has to be. Has to. Because of the white case. Stamped in raised red letters on both sides are the words CLASSIFIED MATERIAL. “How about you?”


The bio-guy smiles, and Gwendy realizes that she can’t remember his name. He’s been her training partner for the last four weeks, only minutes ago they back-checked each other’s suits before leaving the holding area, but she can’t remember his name. This is NG, as her late mother would have said: not good.


“I’ll be fine. This’ll be my third trip, and when the rocket starts to climb and I feel the g-force pressing down? Speaking just for myself, it’s the best orgasm a boy ever had.”


“Thank you for sharing,” Gwendy says. “I’ll be sure to put it in my first dispatch to the down-below.” It’s what they call Earth, the down-below, she remembers that, but what’s Bio Boy’s damn name?


In the pocket of her jumper she’s got a notebook with all sorts of info in it—not to mention a very special bookmark. The names of all the crew members are in there, but no way can she get at the notebook now, and even if she could, it might—almost certainly would—raise suspicions. Gwendy falls back on the technique Dr. Ambrose gave her. It doesn’t always work, but this time it does. The man next to her is tall, square-jawed, blue-eyed, and has a tumble of sandy hair. The women think he’s hot. What’s hot? Fire’s hot. If you touch it, you might get a—


Bern. That’s his name. Bern Stapleton. Professor Bern Stapleton who also happens to be Major Bern Stapleton, Retired.


“Please don’t,” Bern says. She’s pretty sure he’s talking about his orgasm metaphor. There’s nothing wrong with her short-term memory, at least not so far.


Well… not too wrong.


“I was joking,” Gwendy says, and pats his gloved hand with her own. “And stop worrying, Bern. I’ll be fine.”


She tells herself again that she must be. She doesn’t want to let down her constituents—and today that’s all of America and most of the world—but that’s minor compared to the locked white box between her boots. She can’t let it down. Because there’s a box inside the box, made not of high-impact steel but of mahogany. It’s a foot wide, a bit more than that in length, and about seven inches deep. There are buttons on top and levers so small you have to pull them with your pinky finger on either side.


They have just one paying passenger on this flight to the MF, and it’s not Gwendy. She has an actual job. Not much of one, mostly just recording data on her iPad and sending it back to Tet Control, but it’s not entirely a cover for her real business in the up-above. She’s a climate monitor, her call designation is Weather Girl, and some of the crew jokingly refer to her as Tempest Storm, the name of a long-ago ecdysiast.


What is that? she asks herself. I should know.


Because she doesn’t, she resorts to Dr. Ambrose’s technique again. The word she’s looking for is like paint, isn’t it? No, not paint. Before you paint you have to get rid of the old paint. You have to…


“Strip,” she murmurs.


“What?” Bern asks. He has been distracted by a bunch of applauding men standing beside one of the emergency trucks. Which please God won’t have to roll on this fine spring day.


“Nothing,” she says, thinking, An ecdysiast is a stripper.


It’s always a relief when the missing words come. She knows that all too soon they won’t. She doesn’t like that, is in fact terrified of it, but that’s the future. Right now she just has to get through today. Once she’s up there (where the air’s not just rare but nonexistent), they can’t just send her home if they discover what’s wrong with her, can they? But they could screw up her mission if they found out. And there’s something else, something that would be even worse. Gwendy doesn’t want to even think about it but can’t help herself.


What if she forgets the real reason she’s up there? The real reason is the box inside the box. It sounds melodramatic, but Gwendy Peterson knows it’s true: the fate of the world depends on what’s inside that box.
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THE SERVICE-AND-DELIVERY STRUCTURE beside Eagle Heavy is a crisscross latticework of steel beams housing a huge open elevator. Gwendy and her fellow travelers mount the nine stairs and get inside. The elevator has a capacity of three dozen and there’s plenty of room to spread out, but Gareth Winston stands next to her, his considerable belly pooching out the front of his white pressure suit.


Winston is her least favorite person on this trip to the up-above, although she has every confidence he doesn’t know it. Over a quarter-century in politics has taught Gwendy the fine art of hiding her feelings and putting on a you’re-so-darn-fascinating face. When she was first elected to the House of Representatives, a political veteran named Patricia “Patsy” Follett took Gwendy under her wing and gave her some valuable advice. That particular day it was about an old buzzard from Mississippi named Milton Jackson (long since gone to that great caucus room in the sky), but Gwendy’s found it useful ever since: “Save your biggest smiles for the shitheads, and don’t take your eyes off theirs. The women will think you love their earrings. The men will think you’re smitten with them. None of them will know that you’re actually watching their every move.”


“Ready for the biggest joyride of your life, Senator?” Winston asks as the elevator begins its slow 400-foot trundle up the side of the rocket.


“Ready-ready-Teddy,” Gwendy says, giving him the wide smile she reserves for shitheads. “How about you?”


“Totally excited!” Winston proclaims. He spreads his arms and Gwendy has to take a step back to keep from being bopped in the chest. Gareth Winston is prone to expansive gestures; he probably feels that being worth a hundred and twenty billion dollars (not as much as Jeff Bezos, but close) gives him the right to be expansive. “Totally thrilled, totally up for it, totally stoked!”


He is, needless to say, the paying passenger, and in the case of space flight that means paying through the nose. His ticket was $2.2 million, but Gwendy knows there was another price, as well. Mega-billions translates into political clout, and as it gears up for a manned Mars mission, TetCorp needs all the political allies it can get. She just hopes Winston survives the trip and gets a chance to use his influence. He’s overweight and his blood pressure at last check was borderline. Others in the Eagle crew may not know that, but Gwendy does. She has a dossier on him. Does he know she knows? It wouldn’t surprise Gwendy in the least.


“To call this the trip of a lifetime would be an understatement,” he says. He’s speaking loudly enough for the others to turn around and look. Operation Commander Kathy Lundgren gives Gwendy a wink, and a small smile touches the corners of her mouth. Gwendy doesn’t have to be a mind reader to know what that means: Better you than me, sister.


As the slow-moving elevator passes the lower T in TET, Winston gets down to business. Not for the first time, either. “You’re not here just to send back rah-rah dispatches to your adoring fans, or to look down at the big blue marble and see how the fires in the Amazon are affecting wind currents in Asia.” He looks meaningfully down at the white box with its CLASSIFIED stamp.


“Don’t sell me short, Gareth. I took meteorology classes in college and boned up all last winter,” Gwendy says, ignoring both the comment and the implied question. Not that he’s afraid to ask outright; he already has, several times, both during their four weeks of preflight training and their twelve days of quarantine. “It turns out that Bob Dylan was wrong.”


Winston’s broad brow creases. “Not sure I’m following you, Senator.”


“You actually do need a weatherman to know which way the wind blows. The fires in the Amazon and those in Australia are making fundamental changes in Earth’s weather patterns. Some of those changes are bad, but some may actually be working in the environment’s favor, strange as that seems. They could put a damper on global warming.”


“Never believed in all that stuff myself. Overblown at best, nonexistent at worst.”


Now they are passing the E. Get me away from this guy, Gwendy thinks… then realizes that if she didn’t want to be in close quarters with a guy like Gareth Winston, she should have avoided this trip altogether.


Only she couldn’t.


She looks up at him, maintaining what she thinks of as the Patsy Follett Smile. “Antarctica is melting like a Popsicle in the sun and you don’t think global warming is real?”


But Winston won’t be led away from what interests him. He may be an overweight blowhard, but he didn’t make all those mega-billions by being stupid. Or distractable. “I would give a great deal to know what’s in your little white box, Senator, and I have a great deal to give, as I’m sure you know.”


“Ooo, that sounds suspiciously like a bribe.”


“Not at all, just a figure of speech. And by the way, since we’re going to be space-mates very shortly, can I call you Gwendy?”


She maintains the brilliant smile, although it’s starting to hurt her face. “By all means. As for the contents of this…” She lifts the box. “Telling you would get us both in very big trouble, the kind that lands you in a federal facility, and it’s really not worth it. You’d be disappointed, and I’d hate to let down the fourth richest man in the world.”


“Third richest,” he says, and gives her a smile that equals Gwendy’s in brilliance. He waggles a gloved finger at her. “I won’t give up, you know. I can be very persistent. And no one is going to put me in prison, dear.” Oh my, Gwendy thinks. We’ve progressed from Senator to Gwendy to dear in the course of one elevator ride. Of course, it’s a very slow elevator. “The economy would collapse.”


To this she makes no reply, but she’s thinking that if the box inside the box—the button box—fell into the wrong hands, everything would collapse.


The sun might even gain a new asteroid belt between Mars and Venus.
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AT THE TOP OF the gantry there’s a large white room where the space travelers stand, arms raised and doing slow pirouettes, as a disinfecting spray that smells suspiciously like bleach wafts over them. It’s their last cleansing.


Not long ago there was another room in here, a small one, with a sign on the door reading WELCOME TO THE LAST TOILET ON EARTH, but Eagle Heavy is a luxury liner equipped with its own bathroom. Which, like the three cabins, is actually little more than a capsule. One of the private cabins is Gareth Winston’s. Gwendy reckons he deserves it; he paid enough for it. The second is Gwendy’s. Under other circumstances she might have protested this special treatment, U.S. senator or not, but considering her main reason for being on this trip, she agreed. Mission Control Director Eileen Braddock suggested that the six members of the crew without flight responsibilities (Ops Commander Kathy Lundgren and Second Ops Sam Drinkwater) draw straws for the remaining cabin, but the crew voted unanimously to give it to Adesh Patel, the entomologist. His live specimens have already been loaded. Adesh will sleep in a cramped bunk surrounded by bugs and spiders. Including (Oh, ag, Gwendy thinks) a tarantula named Olivia and a scorpion named Boris.


The lavatory belongs to all, and no one is any happier about that than their mission commander. “No more diapers,” Kathy Lundgren told Gwendy during quarantine. “That, my dear Senator, is what I call one giant leap for mankind. Not to mention womankind.”


“Ingress,” the loudspeakers on Mission Control boom. “T-minus two hours and fifteen minutes. Green across the board.”


Kathy Lundgren and Second Ops Sam Drinkwater face the other members of the crew. Kathy, her auburn hair sparkling with tiny jewels of disinfectant mist, addresses all eight, but it seems to Gwendy that she pays special attention to the senator and the billionaire.


“Before we begin our final prep, I’ll summarize our mission’s timeline. You all know it, but I am required by TetCorp to do this once more prior to entry. We will achieve Earth orbit in eight minutes and twenty seconds. We will circle the earth for two days, making either thirty-two or thirty-three complete circumnavigations, the orbits varying slightly to create a Christmas bow shape. Sam and I will be charting space junk for disposal on a later mission. Senator Peterson—Gwendy—will begin her weather monitoring activities. Adesh will no doubt be playing with his bugs.”


General laughter at this. David Graves, the mission’s statistician and IT specialist, says, “And if any of them get free, out the hatch they go, Adesh. Along with you.” This provokes more laughter. To Gwendy they sound pretty loosey-goosey. She hopes she sounds that way herself.


“On Day Three, we’ll dock with Many Flags, which just now is pretty much deserted except for a Chinese enclave—”


“Spooky,” Winston says, and makes an ooo-OOOO sound.


Kathy gives him a flat look and continues. “The Chinese keep to themselves in Spoke 9. We’re in Spokes 1, 2, and 3. Spokes 4 to 8 are currently not occupied. If you see the Chinese at all, it will be while they’re running the outer ring. They do a lot of that. You’ll have plenty of room to spread. We’re going to be up there for an additional nineteen days, and room to spread is an incredible luxury. Especially after forty-eight hours in Eagle Heavy.


“Now here comes the important part, so listen to me carefully. Bern Stapleton is a veteran of two previous trips. Dave Graves has made one. Sam, my second in command, has made five, and I’ve made seven. The rest of you are newbies, and I’ll tell you what I tell all newbies: This is your final chance to turn around. If you have even the slightest doubt about your ability to pull your weight from ingress to final egress, you must say so now.”


Nobody speaks up.


Kathy nods. “Outstanding. Let’s get this show on the road.”


One by one they cross the access arm and are helped into the spacecraft by a quartet of white-suited (and disinfected) service personnel. Lundgren, Drinkwater, and Graves—who’ll be overseeing the flight from a bank of touch screens—go first.


Below them, on the second level, Dr. Dale Glen, physicist Reggie Black, and biologist Bern Stapleton seat themselves in a row.


On the third and widest level, where eventually more paying passengers will sit (or so TetCorp hopes) are Jafari Bankole, the astronomer who’ll have little to do until they’re in the MF station, entomologist Adesh Patel, passenger Gareth Winston, and last but not least, the junior senator from Maine, Gwendy Peterson.
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GWENDY SEATS HERSELF BETWEEN Bankole and Patel. Her flight chair looks like a slightly futuristic La-Z-Boy recliner. Above each of them are three blank screens, and for a panicky moment Gwendy can’t remember what they’re there for. She’s supposed to do something to light them up, but what?


She looks to her right in time to see Jafari Bankole plugging a lead into a port in the chest of his suit, and things come into focus. Keep it together, Gwendy.


She plugs in and the screens above her first light up, then boot up. One shows a video feed of the rocket on its launch pad. One shows her vital signs (blood pressure a little high, heart rate normal). The third shows a rolling column of information and numbers as Becky, Eagle Heavy’s computer, runs an on-going series of self-checks. These mean nothing to Gwendy, but presumably they mean something to Kathy Lundgren. Also to Sam and Dave Graves, of course, but it’s Kathy—plus Eileen Braddock, the Mission Control director—who will be watching the readouts with the greatest attention, because either one of them can scrub the mission if they see something they don’t like. That decision, Gwendy knows, would cost upward of seventeen million dollars.


Right now all the numbers are green. Above the marching columns is a countdown clock, also in the green.


“Hatch closed,” Becky tells them in her soft, almost human voice. “Conditions remain nominal. T-minus one hour, forty-eight minutes.”


“Downrange check,” Kathy says from two levels above Gwendy.


“Weather downrange…,” Becky commences.


“Belay that, Becky.” Kathy can’t turn her head much because of her suit, but she waves an arm. “You give it to me, Gwendy.”


For a terrible moment Gwendy has no idea what to do or how to respond. Her mind is a mighty blank. Then she sees Adesh Patel pointing below her seat and things click into place again. She understands that stress is making her condition worse and tells herself again that she has to calm down. Must. She’s a lot less terrified about sitting on megatons of highly combustible rocket fuel than she is of the relentless neurological decay going on in the gray sponge between her ears.


She grabs the iPad out of its clips beneath her seat, PETERSON stamped on the cover. She thumbprints it and swipes to the current weather app. The cabin’s superb WiFi overrides the diagnostic screen above her. What takes its place is a weather map similar to one on a TV newscast.


“It’s grand downrange,” she tells Kathy. “High pressure all the way, clear skies, no wind.” And, she knows, it would take hurricane-force winds to knock Eagle Heavy off course once it was really rolling. Most weather concerns have to do with lift-off and reentry.


“How about the up-above?” Sam Drinkwater calls back to her. There’s a smile in his voice.


“Thunderstorms seventy miles up, with a slight chance of meteor showers,” Gwendy returns, and everyone laughs. She turns off her tablet, and the diagnostic screen resumes.


Jafari Bankole says, “If you would like the porthole seat, Senator, there is still time for us to switch.”


There are two portholes on the third level—again, with an eye to future tourism. Gareth Winston, of course, has one of them. Gwendy shakes her head. “As the crew astronomer, I think you should have an observation post. And how many times have I told you to call me Gwendy?”


Bankole smiles. “Many. It just does not come naturally to me.”


“Understood. Appreciated, even. But as long as we’re crammed together in the world’s most expensive sardine can, will you give it your best shot?”


“All right. You are Gwendy, at least until we dock with the Many Flags station.”


They wait. The minutes drain away (the way my mind is draining away, Gwendy can’t help thinking). At T-minus 40, Becky tells them the service structure is retracting on its gigantic rails. At T-minus 35, Becky announces, “Fuel loading has commenced. All systems remain nominal.”


Once upon a time—actually just ten or twelve years ago, but things move fast in the twenty-first century—the fuel was loaded before the human cargo, but SpaceX changed that, and a lot of other things. There are no more flight controls, just the ubiquitous touch screens, and Becky is really running the show (Gwendy just hopes the Beckster isn’t a female version of HAL 9000). Lundgren and Drinkwater are basically just there for what Kathy calls “the dreaded holy-shit moment.” Dave Graves is actually more important; if Becky has a nervous breakdown, he can fix it. Probably. Hopefully.


“Helmets,” Sam Drinkwater says, putting on his. “Let me hear your roger.”


One by one they respond. For a moment Gwendy can’t remember where the catches are, but then it comes to her and she locks down.


“T-minus 27,” Becky informs. “Systems nominal.”


Gwendy glances at Winston, and is meanly pleased to see that some of his rich-guy bonhomie has evaporated. He’s looking out his porthole at blue sky and a corner of the Mission Control building. There’s a red patch on the fleshy cheek Gwendy can see, but otherwise he looks pale. Maybe thinking this wasn’t such a good idea, after all.


As if catching her thought, he turns to her and gives her a thumbs-up. Gwendy returns the gesture.


“Got your special box all secure?” Winston asks.


Gwendy has it beneath one knee, where it won’t fly away unless she does. And she’s secured with a five-point harness, like a jet fighter pilot.


“Good to go.” And then, although she’s no longer sure what it means—if it means anything: “Five-by-five.”


Winston grunts and turns back to the window.


On her left, Adesh has closed his eyes. His lips are moving slightly, almost certainly in prayer. Gwendy would like to do the same, but it’s been a long time since she had any real confidence in God. But there is something. That she’s sure of, because she cannot believe that any power on Earth made the strange device currently hidden inside a steel container that can only be opened with a seven-digit code. Why it has ended up in her hands again is a question to which she supposes she knows the answer, or at least part of it. Why she’s saddled with it while suffering the first stages of early-onset Alzheimer’s is less understandable. It’s also hideously unfair, not to mention absurd, but since when did questions of fairness ever enter into human events? When Job cried out to God, the Almighty’s response was mighty cold: Were you there when I made the world?


Never mind, Gwendy thinks. Third time is the charm, last time pays for all. I’ll do what I have to do, and I’ll hold on to my mind long enough to do it. I promised Farris, and I keep my promises.


At least she always has.


If not for the innocent people with me, she thinks, for the most part good people, brave people, dedicated people (maybe with the exception of Gareth Winston), I’d almost wish we’d blow up on the launching pad or 50 miles downrange. That would take care of everythi—


Except it wouldn’t; that’s something else that’s slipped her increasingly unreliable mind. According to Richard Farris, the author of all her misery, it wouldn’t take care of everything any more than weighting the goddamned button box down with rocks and dropping it into the Marianas Trench would take care of everything.


It had to be space. Not just the final frontier but the ultimate wasteland.


Give me strength, Gwendy prays to the God whose existence she highly doubts. As if in response, Becky—the god of Eagle Heavy—tells them they are now at T-minus 10 minutes, and all systems remain green.


Sam Drinkwater says, “Visors down and locked. Let me hear your roger.”


They snap down their visors, firing off their responses. At first everything looks dark to Gwendy, and she remembers her polarizing visor also came down. She shoves it up with the heel of her gloved hand.


“Initiate oxygen flow, let me hear your roger.”


The valve is somewhere on her helmet, but she can’t remember where. God, if only she could get to her notebook! She looks at Adesh in time to see him twist a knob on his helmet’s left side, just above the pressure suit’s high collar. Gwendy copies him and hears the soft shush of air into her helmet.


Remember to turn it off once we achieve orbit, she tells herself. Cabin air after that.


Adesh is giving her a questioning look. Gwendy makes a clumsy O with her thumb and forefinger. He gives her a smile, but Gwendy is afraid he saw her hesitation. Again she thinks of her mother’s NG: not good.
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TIME IN TRAINING HAS been slow. Time in quarantine has been slow. The walk-out, the elevator ride, the insertion, all slow. But as those last earthbound minutes begin, time speeds up.


In her helmet—too loud, and Gwendy can’t remember how to turn it down—she hears Eileen Braddock in Mission Control say, “T-minus five minutes, terminal countdown begins.”


Kathy Lundgren: “Roger that, Mission Control, terminal countdown.”


Use your iPad, Gwendy thinks. It controls everything in your suit.


She touches the suit icon, finds the volume control, and uses her finger to decrease the blare. See how much you remember? she thinks. He’d be proud.


Who would be proud?


My handsome hubby. She has to fish for his name, which is appalling.


Ryan, of course. Ryan Brown is her handsome hubby.


Sam Drinkwater: “Eagle is in auto idle. All fuel is on.”


On her iPad and on the screen above her, T-minus 3:00 gives way to 2:59 and 2:58 and 2:57.


A gloved hand grips hers, making Gwendy startle. She looks around and sees Jafari. His eyes ask her if it’s okay or if she’d like him to let go. She nods, smiles, and tightens her grip. His lips form the words All will be well. Winston has his bought-and-paid-for porthole, but it’s going to waste, at least for now. He’s staring straight ahead, his lips pressed so tightly together that they’re almost not there, and Gwendy knows what he’s thinking: Why did this seem like a good idea? I must have been crazy.


Kathy: “Arm for launch?”


Sam: “Roger that, armed for launch. Eleven minutes from stars in the daytime, folks.”


Seemingly only seconds later, Eileen from Mission Control: “Crew okay? Let me hear you roger.”


One by one they reply. Gareth Winston is last, his roger a dry croak.


Kathy Lundgren, sounding as cool as the other side of the pillow: “Flight termination armed. T-minus one minute. Are we go for launch?”


Sam Drinkwater and Eileen Braddock answer together: “Go for launch.”


With the hand not holding Jafari’s, Gwendy feels for the steel box. It’s there, it’s safe. Only the box inside it is not safe. The box inside is the most dangerous thing on Earth. Which is why it must leave Earth.


Eileen Braddock: “First Ops Commander Lundgren, you have the bird.”


“Roger that, I have the bird.”


On the screen above Gwendy, the final ten seconds begin to count off.


She thinks: What is my name?


Gwendy. My father wanted a Gwendolyn and my mother wanted a Wendy, like in Peter Pan. They compromised. Hence, I am Gwendy Peterson.


Gwendy thinks: Where am I?


Playalinda, Florida, the Tet Corporation’s launch complex. At least for a few more seconds.








[image: Image]





Why am I here?


Before she can answer that question, a vast rumble begins 450 feet below where she sits reclined in her ergonomic chair. Eagle’s cabin begins to vibrate—gently, at first, then more strongly. Gwendy has a fragmentary memory of being five or six and sitting on top of their washing machine as it goes into its final spin cycle.


“We are firing green,” Sam Drinkwater says.


A second or two later Kathy says, “Lift-off!”


The roar is louder, the vibration more intense. Gwendy wonders if that’s normal or if something has gone wrong. On the center screen above her she now sees Mission Control and the rest of the complex through a red-orange bloom of fire. How far below is it? Fifty feet? A hundred? A shudder runs through the craft. Jafari’s grip tightens.


This isn’t right. This can’t be right.


Gwendy closes her eyes, asking herself again why she’s here.


The short answer is because a man—if he is a man—told her that she had to be. At this moment, waiting for her life and all the others’ to end in a vast explosion of cryogenic liquid oxygen and rocket-grade kerosene, she can’t remember the man’s name. A crack has opened in the bottom of her brain and everything she has ever known has started to leak into the darkness below it. All she can remember is that he wore a hat. Small and round.


Black.
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THIS IS THE THIRD time the button box has come into Gwendy Peterson’s life. The first time it was in a canvas bag with a drawstring top. The second time she found it in the bottom drawer of a filing cabinet in her Washington, D.C., office. During her freshman term as Maine’s second district representative, that was. The third time was in 2019, while she was running for the Senate, a campaign that Democratic committee insiders felt had as much chance of succeeding as the Charge of the Light Brigade. Each time it was brought by a man who always dressed in jeans, a white shirt, a black suitcoat, and a small bowler hat. His name was Richard Farris. On the first occasion, the button box was in her possession all through her adolescence. On the second, her custodianship was much shorter, but she believed it saved her mother’s life (Alicia Peterson died in 2015, years after cancer should have killed her).


The third time was… different. Farris was different.


Gwendy retired from the House of Representatives in 2012, although she could have gone on getting elected well into her eighties, perhaps even into her nineties, if she had so chosen. “You’re like Strom Thurmond,” Pete Riley, head of the Maine Democratic Committee once told her. “You could have gone on getting reelected even after you were dead.”


“Please, no comparisons to that guy,” Gwendy had said.


“Okay, how about John Lewis? Whoever you use for a comparison—hell, Margaret Chase Smith from right up the road in Skowhegan spent thirty-three years in D.C.—the point is the same: you’re the fabled automatic. And we need you.”


But what Gwendy needed to do was write books. Fiction was her first love. She had published only five novels, and time was marching on. Retirement from public service opened up that side of her life and made her happy in a way life under the Capitol dome never had. She published Bramble Rose in 2013 and then, in 2015, a serial killer novel called Desolation Street. That one, featuring a charming maniac who harvested the teeth of his victims, was set in D.C. but based on certain events in her hometown.


She was considering another book, one full of romance and family secrets, when Donald Trump was elected president. Many in Maine’s second district rejoiced, feeling the Washington swamp would be drained, the budget would be balanced, and the flood of “bad hombre” illegal immigrants from South America would finally be dammed up. For lifelong Democrats—the kind of people who avoided Fox News as if it might give them rabies—it was the beginning of a four-year nightmare. Gwendy’s own father, perhaps the most apolitical member of the Democratic party in the entire state of Maine, looked at Gwendy with sober eyes the day after the election and said, “This is going to change everything, Gwennie. And probably not in a good way.”


She was deep into the novel, this one set in Maine at the time of the Bradley Gang massacre in Derry, when Pete Riley came to see her again. The poor man looked as if he’d lost twenty pounds between election night in 2016 and that early winter day a little over two years later. He kept it simple and he kept it brief. He wanted Gwendy to run against Paul Magowan for the Senate in 2020, which he called “the year of perfect eyesight.” He said only Gwendy would have a chance of beating the Republican businessman, who expected his campaign to be little more than a formality on the way to a foregone conclusion.


“If nothing else, you could slow his roll and give some hope to all the good folks suffering TD.”


“Which is what?”


“Trump Depression. Come on, Gwendy, open your mind to this. Give it fair consideration.”


Fair consideration was one of her trademark phrases, used at least once at every town hall gathering during her political career. If Pete expected it to turn the key in her lock, he was disappointed. “You’re joking. You have to be. Aside from the fact that I’m writing a new book—”


“And I’m sure it will be as good or better than the others,” Pete said, flashing his most winning Clark Gable smile.


“Don’t bother blowing smoke up my skirt,” Gwendy (who that day was wearing a pair of old Levis) said. “Better men than you have tried and failed. What I was going to say is that aside from the new book, where there’s a lot of hot sex that I’m enjoying vicariously, that idiot Magowan won by fifteen points in ’14. And after spending two years with his lips firmly attached to Donald Trump’s ass, he’s got an eighty percent approval rating.”


“Bullshit,” Pete said. “Republican propaganda. You know it is.”


“I know nothing of the kind, but let’s say it is. I was quite popular during my run in the House, I’ll give you that, but memories are short. Magowan is the man of the hour, and I’m the woman of yesterday. There’s a tide in politics, and right now it’s running strong conservative. You know that as well as I do. I probably wouldn’t lose by fifteen points, but I’d lose.”


Pete Riley went to the window of Gwendy’s small study and looked out with his hands stuffed deep in his pockets. “Okay,” he said, not looking at her. “Barring a miracle, you’d lose. I think we’ve settled that point. So lose. Make a pretty concession speech about how the voters have spoken but the fight continues and blah blah blah. Then you can go back to writing about Derry, Maine, in the 1930s. But this isn’t the ’30s, it’s 2018, and you know what?”


He turned back to her like a good defense attorney addressing the jury.


“Yeats’s blood-dimmed tide is also running. People are turning away from women’s rights, from science, from the very notion of equality. They’re turning away from truth. Politics aside, somebody needs to stand up and make them look at all the stuff it’s easier and more comfortable not to believe in. You always did that, always. I’m asking you to do it again.”
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