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Prologue

 


 


"The best laid schemes of mice and men . .
."

 


Robert Burns

 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


There is nothing spectacular about it. Just
a bunch of rocks floating in space as they orbited the Sun. Sure,
it's true, many of those asteroids are nearly as large as, let's
say, Pluto, but most range in size from as small as an egg to
several miles across. And sure, this collection of asteroids is
large while circling the outer solar system, and extending from the
orbit of Neptune to approximately 50 AU (astronomical units) from
the Sun, and is 20 times as wide, and 200 times as massive, as the
asteroid belt between Mars and Jupiter, but as a whole, there are
far more spectacular entities in the vast cosmos than the Kuiper
Belt.

That's why it was so unlikely, that when an
ordinary event happened that had happened countless time before,
would, in time, threaten the Earth so many miles away.

Among the larger asteroids that composed the
Kuiper Belt, is one of those nearly the size of Pluto. It had been
wondering around the Sun for billions of years, doing its thing and
occasionally colliding with other smaller asteroids while barely
experiencing anything more than an occasional creator or two.

So, when it was, again, hit by a rather
mediocre stone, in comparison, and suffered a very minor change in
trajectory, it still wasn't anything spectacular.

What would become significant, though, as a
result of the impact, is where the big boy was struck — dead,
center mass.

What was even more fortuitous about the
collision, is the colliding asteroid wasn't part of the Belt. It
was a rogue asteroid that had ventured through the vast cosmos
before the Earth and its solar system even existed.

It was the result of another head on
collision that happened billions of years ago on the other side of
the galaxy, where it was set free to become part of Earth's
destiny.

Who would have imagined that such an
innocuous event so far away on the other side of the galaxy, and so
far away, would eventually set into motion other events that would
threaten the Earth so many years later.

When the big boy asteroid was struck, it was
hit at the exact location and moment in trajectory that caused the
smallest change in its velocity.

The speeding rogue asteroid that came from
deep space and was speeding in the wrong direction when it entered
the Kuiper Belt, was vaporized, but the big boy, now slowed, began
to fall towards the Sun, the Earth, and the inner solar system.

Had it been stuck one second earlier, or
later, or just a little off center, it would have been sent on an
entirely different trajectory and continued on to harmlessly,
eventually, leave the solar system, but it wasn't.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


"Why are we being sent up here, anyway?"
asked, mission specialists, Bryan, Logan, as he floated,
weightlessly, in the cabin of the Space Shuttle, Tandem, as he
performed his last inspection of his space suit before beginning
his extra vehicular activity (EVA). "I mean, there must have been a
better mission for the last shuttle that will be launched than
repairing an ancient space telescope that will be decommissioned in
a few years when the Webb Telescope is launched in twenty-one?"

"I don't know, Bryan," answered,
specialists, Charles, Miller. "Maybe, because this is NASA's last
shuttle mission? I can imagine there are enough scientist who still
want to use the Hubble after the Webb is launched, and they want to
make sure they can get another twenty-years use out of it. Who
knows?"

"Yeah, well, I was hoping I'd get a chance
to visit the International Space Station during my first trip up,
and have a chance to live on it for a while. Not fixing old
telescope technology. The bad thing is, now that I was chosen for
this mission, I'll be taken out of rotation for a while and I might
not get a chance to visit the ISS for another year or so."

"Don't worry, partner. With all space
activity being taken over by Space X, and space missions being made
so cheap, I believe you'll have plenty of chances to visit the ISS.
Besides, you can have it. I don't like the idea of spending
six-months on the space station. I like these quick missions where
we fly up and do our jobs and get back on terrafirma. Now, will you
quit fidgeting with that suit and put it on. We go EVA in another
half hour."

"I'm coming. I just want to make sure
everything is all right with my suit. Look out there. We're about
fifty-feet from the Hubble and that's a long way away from the
shuttle to have something go wrong with my suit. Think about it.
It's anywhere from a negative four-hundred-fifty-five degrees,
below zero, to as hot as thousands of degrees, depending on if
we're in shadows or not. Not to mention the vacuum. We'll be out
there for eight hours and all that crap can kill you in a heartbeat
if you aren't careful."

"What's wrong with you, Bryan? If I didn't
know any better, I'd think you're a little scared of going
EVA."

"You, damn, right, I'm scared, and being
scared keeps me on my toes. It's when you become too relaxed you
get killed up here."

"Well, I can't argue with that reasoning,
Logan. Now, help me get into my suit. I want to be ready when
Commander, Davis, orders us to step outside."

"Okay, but I hate getting into these
extravehicular mobility units, as NASA calls them. I really don't
like pissing in mine and then having to clean it up later. We
should have some kind of super cool space vehicle that we can ride
around in while outside. If I was designing one, it'd have a
crapper like the one on this shuttle, and a snack area, and it'd
have these arms outside that we could manipulate from the inside
like on a deep sea vehicle."

"Christ, Bryan, why did you want to become
an astronaut, anyway, if you hate what an astronaut does?"

"Well, Charley, to be honest with you,
because I thought it would be cool to blast off in a rocket and
look down on the Earth while floating around in space."

"Well, you're up here in space and there is
the Earth and you're floating. You should be happy. So, what
happened?"

"I was happy until astronaut training began,
and it was way more intense than I suspected. By then it was too
late to back out, particularly, after all the money that was spent
training us on the construction and operation of the Hubble that is
needed to become mission specialist, and then teaching us how to
operate that damn boom. So, here I am."

"Right, here you are. So, let's get on with
our mission, buddy."

"Sir, yes, Sir." Bryan, jokingly, saluted,
and snapped his suit's faceplate down and locked it.

"Will you two cut the crap," Charles, said,
to Bryan, and then to the mission Commander, who was seated up
front, he yelled, "We're ready to go, Phil! You can begin
de-pressurizing the cargo bay and open the bay doors! Bryan and I
are entering the airlock, now!" He snapped his face plate down and
locked it. "Okay, Bryan," he, said, into his suit's radio. "Let's
get on with it, unless you're too scared to go into a vacuum."

"Okay, fellas, cut the unnecessary chatter,"
Phil, said, over the radio. "You're forgetting mission control is
listening in. Cargo bay decompressed and doors open. You can enter
the bay and get into position on the boom and lock yourselves in
place. Are you ready, Jordan?" he, asked, the shuttle's boom
operator.

"Ready, Sir," replied, Jordan, Smith.

"Mission control, we're ready for the
initial inspection of the telescope," Phil, said, into the
radio.

"Roger, Commander. You have permission to
proceed. Good luck."

"Are you guys locked in?"

"Yes, Sir, we're ready for departure," said,
Bryan.

"Okay, Jordan, lift them clear of the bay,
and hold."

"Roger, Sir. Lifting . . . Now."

Bryan and Charles, while locked in the
bucket at the end of the telescoping, and articulating, boom, held
on as the boom began lifting them clear of the shuttle's cargo bay.
It was a painfully slow process, as designed, to prevent any
accidental over articulation and the boom bumping into anything it
shouldn't come into contact with such as the telescope. But,
Jordan, had spent countless hours practicing the manipulation of
the boom and was an expert who could thread a needle with it while
using only the many cameras located at its end, which provided a
three dimensional view.

Just clear of the bay, the boom stopped
moving. "At stage one, Commander," Jordan, reported.

"Roger, that, Jordan. How does it look to
you guys from your view?" he asked, Bryan and Charles.

"All, clear, Phil," replied, Charles.

"Roger that. Proceed to stage two,
Jordan."

"Roger, Commander, proceeding to stage
two."

The boom began swing out over the side of
the shuttle. It came around to extend toward the Hubble that was on
the starboard side of the shuttle. When it was within ten feet of
the Hubble, it stopped again.

"At stage two, Commander," reported,
Jordan.

"Very good. You're on your own, specialist,"
Phil, said, to Bryan and Charles.

"Yes, Sir," said, Charles. "Release boom
control lockout," he, said, to Jordan.

"Boom control lockout, released. You are now
in control of the boom, specialist," said, Jordan.

"Roger that. Request permission to approach
the Hubble, Commander."

"Permission granted. Take it slow fellas.
The slightest touch of that boom can send the telescope into a
gyration that will be hard to stop."

"Roger, Commander. Approaching now,"
Charles, said, as he began manipulating the boom controls, and the
boom began extending further and closer to the Hubble.

"Jeeze, it's fantastic out here. The Earth
really looks beautiful from up here," said, Bryan, as he looked
down on the Earth and could clearly see the Rocky Mountains.

"Yes it does," Charles, said, as he
concentrated on manipulating the boom. At about a foot from the
Hubble, he stopped the extension and raised the bucket up three
feet, and then to the left two more, bringing the bucket close to
the access hatch he wanted, and stopped. "Ready to begin final
approach, and commence mission parameters, Commander."

"Roger, specialist, Miller."

"Okay, Bryan, you get the diagnostic
computer ready while I take off this diagnostic computer, access
point, hatch, cover," Charles, said, as he removed the hatch cover
locking mechanism tool from his tool belt wrapped around the waist
of his space suit.

 


The diagnostic computer revealed five
critical components needing replacement. There was, also, several
pinpoint sized holes in one of the high-gain communication
antennas. How they got there is anybody's guess. And, although, the
holes didn't completely disable the antenna, it was decided it
needed replacement, because, without it, the telescope is
absolutely useless. The antenna is the one and only link between
the telescope and Earth. Replacing the antenna wasn't the hard part
because of the way it functioned. After Hubble observes a target,
it transmits the information through the high-gain antenna to a
constellation of Tracking and Data Relay Satellites in
geosynchronous orbit. The signal is then relayed to the White Sands
Complex where it is relayed to NASA's Goddard Space Flight Center.
Once checked for quality, the data is sent on to the space
Telescope Science Institute for processing, storage and
distribution. So, once replaced, the antenna had to be precisely
aimed at the satellites, and that is the hard part. The signal from
the antenna had to hit a target thousands of miles away, a precise
and tedious, time consuming, task.

The men also found several pinpoint sized
holes in the Hubble's main frame. The one thing both men agreed
upon is it was good whatever caused the small holes wasn't larger.
Sure it had a degree of shielding, but that shielding was designed
to stop micro meteorites, not something as large as, let's say, a
pea, particularly, when that pea sized meteor was, probably,
traveling at speeds twice as fast as a rifle bullet.

The men also found several pinpoint sized
holes in the solar panels that provided the Hubble with power and
which needed repairing.

By the time the men returned to the shuttle
to get replacement parts and install them and repaired the holes in
the solar panel, they had been EVA six hours, and were absolutely
exhausted. Moving around in those space suits is not as easy and
comfortable as it might appear.

Besides the replacement and aiming of the
high gain antenna, repairing the solar panel was particularly
strenuous and painstakingly tedious with all the small electrical
connections required.

When they finally returned to the shuttle
for the last time, they both were ready to sack out for a week.
Fortunately, once their mission was completed, they were no more
than passengers and would be able to rest as long as they liked
while the rest of the crew flew the shuttle back down to
terrafirma.

In any event, the repairs and modifications
they made on the telescope improved its capabilities and extended
its life for another twenty years. The thing is, they had no idea
how important those extended capabilities would prove to be.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


"How much longer?" asked, Professor, Noah,
Taylor, the head of the astronomy department, working out of MIT,
while on the phone.

"Please, Professor, you've known the repairs
on the Hubble have been planned for over a year. We had to do it
now, with the last shuttle launching, or loose it all together. It
should be back up and running in a few more hours," answered,
Steven, Jackson, the director of the Goddard Space Flight Center
and Space Telescope Science Institute.

"Yeah, I know, but the down time better not
come out of my allotted time on the Hubble. I was in the middle of
studying Kuiper Belt, and just before the Hubble went down, I
thought I'd found an interesting find. Let me know when it's back
up, will you, Steven?"

"Oh, yes, Sir. The very moment it goes live,
Noah. And you don't have to worry about loosing any time. I can
assure you that you will receive all the time granted you."

"Thanks, Steve. I knew you wouldn't let me
down."

"You're welcomed, Noah. But, can I be so
bold as to ask what is that's so important about your new find in
the Kuiper Belt?"

"Sure, Steven, but you've got to premise me
you'll keep it under your hat until I complete my
observations."

"Keep what, Noah?"

"Okay. I think I've found another Pluto
sized asteroid floating around up there. I didn't get a chance to
get a good look at it before the Hubble went down, but it might be
larger than Pluto."

"Absolutely outstanding, Professor, Taylor.
You keep that up and your name will be mentioned with Kepler,
Galilei, Copernicus, and others."

"Thanks, Steven, but I don't think my find
is that spectacular. Now, I've got to go, but don't forget to call
me as soon as the Hubble is back up."

"Hold on, Professor, my assistant is trying
to get my attention. I might have good news for you in a moment.
Hold, on . . . " Steven paused to talk to his assistant, and then
returned to the phone. "Just as I thought, the Hubble is up and
running better than new and with enhanced capabilities. She's all
yours, Noah."

"Oh, great. That is good news. Thanks,
Mister Jackson. I'll remember to put you in my will."

Both men laughed.

"Thanks, Professor, but no thanks. I can't
wear those old suits you wear. And I definitely don't wear bow
ties."

"Funny, Steve. I'll talk to you later. I've
got some serious observations to complete."

"I understand, Noah. Bye."

 


After another two hours watching the feeds
from the Hubble as it panned back and forth while trying to locate
the asteroid he'd found earlier, and not finding it in the Kuiper
Belt, Noah's heart began to sink.

This can't be
right, he thought. I know I went back to the same coordinates I last viewed it.
Where the hell is it?

"Hey, Harold, are you sure you sent the
right coordinates up to Hubble?" Noah, asked, his assistant.

"Yes, Sir. I'll check them, again, if you
wish. But I double checked them before sending, Sir.

"No, that won't be necessary. Listen, I'm
going over to the university's telescope in the Wallace
Astrophysical Observatory. It's smaller and easier to move around.
I know my asteroid is out there somewhere and I'm going to find it.
In the mean time, you run a patterned search with the Hubble. We've
got the time on it and we might as well use that time looking for
something."

"Yes, Sir," Harold, said, as he began typing
in instructions to be sent to the Hubble control center, but didn't
think he'd find anything. The Hubble had such a narrow, close up,
view, that if he didn't have exact coordinates to send it telling
it where to look, he could be a tenth of a degree off and miss his
target all together.

 


On the way to the observatory, Noah, stopped
to pick up a bite to eat — an Italian sub and a diet drink. He
still had a good drive ahead of him, so he placed a call to his
assistant.

"Did you find anything, Harold?"

"No, Sir. But I'm in the second stage of the
search. I'll call you if I locate your target."

"Okay, Harold. I'm about halfway to the
observatory. After I get there, I'll have to convince the director
to let me have some time on his telescope, and then wait for it to
get dark outside so that I can see something. I'll talk to you in
about four or five hours."

 


About a mile from the
observatory, Noah's car got a flat tire. What's next, he thought, as he
called for road service. At 55, he definitely wasn't in the mood to
change tires. By the time assistance arrived, it was nearly dark.
The rest of his trip was uneventful.

As he pulled into the sprawling campus of
the Wallace Astrophysical Observatory, and found a parking space,
it was a clear, dark, evening — perfect for viewing the cosmos, if
he could get time on the universities telescope, that is.

After a quarter mile walk to the
observatory's administration building, he was winded, but still
enthusiastic. Upon entering the building, he found the place nearly
deserted, but he knew the place well and knew where to go to find
the director if he was still there.

Leaving the administration building, he
walked to the telescope's dome, lab, and operations building. Upon
entering, he found the lab abuzz with students. One of them saw
Professor Taylor enter and came over to greet him.

"Hello, Professor," the student, who
appeared to be old enough to be an undergrad, greeted. "What brings
you here this evening? Will you be supervising the viewing
tonight?"

"Ah, no. I'm here to talk to your Professor.
Can you direct me to him?"

"Oh. I'm sorry, Professor. Professor,
Anderson, won't be coming in. He had some kind of family
emergency."

"I'm sorry to hear that. So, what's going on
with so many students being here?"

"We're here to complete our assignment.
We're supposed to be viewing the big red storm on Jupiter and
record our observations. We're supposed to be taking turns up on
the platform looking through the eyepiece and then watching the
feeds from the telescope in the lab, but I don't know how it will
go without someone in charge to keep things moving smoothly. Some
of these students are freshmen astronomers, and not accustomed to
how things are done. This thing could go on all night without
supervision. Will you assist us?"

"I'd love to, young man, but I'm here on a
very important mission. How would you feel about not having to
undertake your assignment tonight?"

"I'd love to, Professor, Taylor. I have some
physics homework I should be doing. Can you get this assignment
delayed?"

This is perfect,
Taylor, thought. I don't
have to ask Professor, Anderson, for time on the telescope. All I
have to do is tell the students their assignment has been
postponed, and I know they'll all be happy to come back
later.

Stepping in front of the class, Noah called
them to order. "Hello, everyone," Noah, said, as he climbed the
steps to the first level of the viewing platform on the telescope.
"For those of you who don't know who I am, I'm, Noah, Taylor, and a
Professor of astronomy here in MIT, and I have a question for you.
How would you like to complete this assignment at another
time?"

The gathering erupted in applause with a
cheer thrown in.

"I thought so," continued, Noah. "You're all
dismissed to go home or where ever you wish. Don't worry about not
completing your assignment. I'll vouch for you with Professor,
Anderson."

"Thanks, Professor, Taylor," one of the
students, said. "Hey, everyone, come on over to the Alpha, Epsilon,
Pi, frat house. We're going to have a cancellation party. All
welcomed."

That announcement inspired
another cheer, as the gang left the building. In moments, the place
was absolutely empty except for Noah who watched the students leave
with a smile on his face. I can't believe
my luck. I was hoping for a couple hours on the telescope, but now,
I can use it all night if I must.

Immediately, Noah went to
the lab and took a seat at the targeting computer. He pulled out
his notes and found the last coordinates where he last saw his
giant asteroid. He entered the coordinates and waited for the
telescope in the other room to focus on them. He could hear the
many electrical motors as they moved this gear and then that gear
while moving the telescope into position. The last sound he heard
was the focusing motor as the telescope fine tuned itself, and then
silence. Ah, let's see what I've
got, he thought, as he moved to the
viewing computer screen, and saw nothing but the standard star
background.

I don't know. I might have made a mistake
coming here. This telescope isn't as powerful as the Hubble and may
not be strong enough to see the Kuiper Belt. I'll try to narrow its
focus and extend its power to the max. If I don't, at least, see
some of the larger asteroids in the belt by then, I might as well
go back to my lab and search with the Hubble.

He moved back to the targeting computer and
enter several more commands, and waited for the telescope to make
the adjustments. This time it only took seconds for the telescope
to adjust because only the focal point motors were involved.

He moved back to the
viewing computer. This time, he was able to see a few of the larger
asteroids in the belt, but just barely. Okay. This will have to do. He
thought, as he began his search, and was prepared to stay until
daybreak if necessary.

 


Several hours later and
after many sessions of entering new coordinate after new coordinate
had proved fruitless, Noah was beginning to think he'd never,
again, see his find. It would be daybreak in another half hour and
he'd have to give up his search. He decided to try something
desperate with the minutes of that last half hour running out. He
didn't think he'd find anything, but, what
the hell, he thought.

While mentally crossing his fingers, he
ordered the telescope to go to a wide focus. He knew it wouldn't
reveal much detail, but just might pick up something as large as
the asteroid he was searching for. He, then, sat back in front of
the targeting computer and listened as the focus motors did their
thing on the telescope in the other room, and didn't move over to
the viewing computer after they went silent. This was his last
chance today, and he was, actually, afraid to move.

He glanced over at the viewing computer, but
still didn't move.

He gathered his notes and stuffed them into
his briefcase, and glanced at the computer one last time before
getting up.

He dropped his chin to his chest and after
taking a deep breath, glanced at the viewing computer one last time
as he got up and moved to it.

After laying his briefcase on the computer's
bench, he sat down and peered at the monitor while expecting to see
nothing but background stars, and couldn't believe his eyes when,
in the middle of the screen, was his asteroid in all of its huge
presence. He leaned in closer to the screen to be absolutely sure
it was what he was looking for, and was glad to see it was, but it
was slowly moving out of the focus of the telescope.

He hurried to the targeting computer and set
up the automatic tracking program, and narrowed the focus to see if
he could get any more detail out of the telescope. The image
cleared a bit, but no where as sharp as would be seen through the
Hubble.

Giving up on trying to get a sharper view,
he hurried back to the targeting computer and printed the
coordinates the telescope was focused on.

He then hurried back to the viewing monitor
to take one last look before the invading daylight began washing
out the image. In a few more minutes, the image would be gone all
together, but he didn't care.

He got on his cell phone and called Harold
on his private phone while figuring he hadn't stayed in the lab
while searching all night.

Harold answered on the second ring. "Hello,
Professor. I'm still in the lab while searching with the Hubble,
but I—"

"Slow down, Harold. I appreciate you hanging
in there all night, but I found it. Send these coordinates to the
Hubble and set up automatic tracking. I'm on my way back to the
lab. Once you get the Hubble tracking the asteroid, you can go home
and get some rest. And I advise you get all the rest you can,
because we will be very busy the next few days. The coordinates are
. . . "

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


Back at his lab, Professor, Taylor, called
his wife and told her he'd be working all night again. Although
disappointed, she understood — this wasn't the first time.

Although, tired, and needing rest, but too
excited to sleep, Noah unpacked his briefcase and found the uneaten
sub he'd completely forgotten about. He set it aside and sat in
front of his, Hubble, targeting computer and turned it on, and saw
where Harold had done as he wanted and had Hubble focused on and
tracking his asteroid.

He then, went to the small microwave tucked
away in a corner and put his sub in to warm up. He knew that if he
paused to watch the latest images of his asteroid, he'd never get
up to heat the sandwich.

Back at his image viewing monitor, with the
sub in hand, he dialed in the latest feeds from Hubble and then sat
back and took a bite of the sandwich as he watched the giant
asteroid as it moved across the black, and star filled, background,
space. That's when he noticed something unusual.

He leaned forward and
watched as he could, actually, see the asteroid moving.
Wait a minute, he
thought, something isn't right here. I can
see the asteroid moving when I shouldn't be able to detect its
movement that quickly at the distance I'm viewing it. It normally
takes hours of exposures to detect a heavenly body moving, but I
can clearly see its movement.

Setting the sub back on the paper plate, he
went to the targeting computer and called up Hubble's diagnostic
program. He ordered the program to begin computing the asteroid's
statistics, its trajectory, velocity, mass, rotational period,
orbital period, and projected trajectory. Satisfied he was doing
all he could for the moment, he went to retrieve his cooling sub
and took another bite as he sat back in front of the image viewing
monitor.

As he watched the large asteroid rotate as
it glided so serenely through the cosmos, he became mesmerized. He
tried to imagine how long the possible planet had been in existence
before being discovered by him. Tried to imagine what it would be
named if it was, indeed, determined to be a planet, and what he'd
do with the money he'd receive if he received the Nobel Prize
granted in astronomy for his discovery. He also thought about how
hard it must be for Hubble to continue to track the fast moving
body. He imagined the altitude rockets mounted on the sides and top
and bottom of the telescope continually firing as they strained to
keep the machine in the proper position in space and pointed at the
asteroid.

Before he knew it, he'd been watching the
asteroid for an hour. While looking up at the large clock that hang
over the bench, he decided the Hubble's diagnostic program had been
running long enough to complete a preliminary report.

Back at the targeting
computer, he pulled up the statistics, and immediately froze
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