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The assembled dignitaries watched the technical operations with the fascination of fan boys. The single 5’ plastic cube barely fit into the dragon X capsule cargo hold.  The helo swinging the large cube into the hold was hovering just above the rocket, perched on the launch pad.  As soon as the basic clamp down was completed, he technicians swarming on the rocket started attaching the skin panels and buttoning up the capsule.  With the cube safely snug, the remote controlled cargo craft perched atop the Falcon 9 rocket on pad 29 at Kennedy Space Center was ready to go. The countdown continued.  Just a normal launch, now.  SPACE X had been using the launch facilities from NASA for the last five years to run resupply missions to the ISS.  Historically, complex 29 and 30 had been the space shuttle launch points for over 134 missions.  Now the complex buzzed with a new purpose.  The privately owned Dragon and SPACE X had taken over as the supply shuttle for the International Space Station.  Dragon was owned and built by Elon Musk of PayPal and Tesla fame.   Musk and his team started SPACE X in a non- descript, El Segundo Ca. warehouse in 2002.  The laughable goal was a private commercial space company. What followed was a brilliantly executed series of flights that established Space X with its Falcon 1, Falcon 9 and Falcon Heavy rockets as the preeminent satellite and cargo/crew launch company. Their main competitor was now Antares, not NASA or the European Space Agency.  Hell, Branson, Rutan and the team at Scaled Composites had morphed into Virgin Galactic and had hauled 88 tourists into space.  The real psychological brake thru came in 2015 when people could start booking space flights on Expedia. The period between 2000 and 2015 was an exploratory dead period while NASA grappled with declining budgets and interest in Space.  The lack of a common goal kept splintering the missions. Several camps split NASA along a “moon first Mars second” path and other exploratory missions. NASA had successes with Hubble and Kepler searching for extra solar system planets and the mars rovers Curiosity and Spirit. The economic meltdown in 2008 saw the enthusiasm for space exploration wane. However some technological breakthroughs and some long range planning for mars come together very quickly for NASA.  2013 saw a test firing (called a SNORT) at ATK that got NASA serious.  Serious about a manned mars mission.  ATK made rocket motors.  Good ones.  The test of the new rocket motor design increased power quite a bit.  NASA appointed the young engineer and program manager who had led the SNORT test as a tiger team leader and started looking at mission plans with capabilities. The working group quickly realized that no single entity- government or commercial could wrap its arms around the 30 billion dollar project.  However, a world- wide mission to Mars could work.  The zealous engineer convinced NASA administrators to allow him to pitch The Obama administration and congress.  Aligning the competing interests in the US political system had proven near impossible but slowly, the merits began to be seen.  

Next step occurred as President Obama got the young man 30 min at a closed door G20 session. At the 57 min mark the meeting broke down with members arguing over the nationality of crew members. The young engineer, Bob Royce, knew he had a chance. Quietly, NASA, The European Space Agency, SPACE X, Antares, the Russians, the Chinese and several large multi- national corporations each set aside 10 million each to form exploratory teams.  After a series of extraordinary meetings in Feb and March of 2014, Royce had learned several new curse words and the basic framework had been hammered out:  A committee from various members was to be formed.  Decisions flowed down from the committee with input on feasibility. NASA was the lead technical agency coordinating efforts around the world.  All information and tech break-through’s developed as a result of the mission would be shared.  All proprietary information developed prior to the mission would be available for purchase. Standardization and duplication were to be the norms.  National interest came in second to the mission success.  Moneys had to be allocated.  Easy things to say but tough to follow thru.  But in the end- objections were overcome, compromises worked out. 

The Mars mission came at a time when the world was coming out of a long depression.  Big ideas and bold steps were needed to kick start the recovery.  The project may have looked like a stimulus package to some,  a jobs program to others.  The typical “how can we waste 30 billion on Mars when we have such poverty in the world” statements came from short sighted people.  Space programs did give back for the dollars invested.  Personal computers, cell phones, and satellite TV were just some of the off shoots of the space program.  Royce envisioned similar benefits for all participants for the Mars mission. Bob Royce was idealist and a visionary and a ruthless manipulator. He quickly lost track of how many times he had been threatened and hauled in front of the committee to answer questions. His looks were unimposing. Short brown hair thinning and greying from the stress. Five ten, 170 lbs., he maintained a tough workout schedule to keep from having the inevitable heart attack this job was going to give him. Pushing, prodding, cajoling the various peoples and agencies, he got designs approved and long lead items procured. Five years working 80 hours a week cost him a marriage and built a space craft in peices on the ground..  Now they had to get it into space, assemble it and fly it to Mars. 

The cube being loaded into the into the Dragon cargo ship atop the Falcon 9 rocket represented a significant mile stone in both the program schedule and the off shoots of the program benefiting man- kind. The cargo cube was approximately 5 feet on all sides.  It weighed 2,000 lbs. fully loaded with fuel, air, food and tools. The cubes sides were made of two separate panels. The panels were put together more for their follow on use than the strength requirements of the cargo container they were now. The panels were made of PLASBOND a newly developed material.  The wizards at Scaled Composites had long since moved away from petroleum based plastics.  Now they used the emerging field of graphene carbon polymers to mimic other polymers.  The plasbond panels were lighter, stronger and more flexible than anything ever produced.  Once production lines were optimized the new plasbond sheets would be inexpensive to boot.  Cheaper, lighter, stronger. Impervious to rain, termites and cat 1 hurricane winds, the new sheets would soon be on all new homes in the US.  If the cube represented a major milestone in the program the way it was being loaded was certainly not a glorious moment for the program.  Normally the cargo is loaded well in advance into the hold while the craft is being prepped.  Then the craft is mated with the rocket and rolled out to the pad. Can’t load the pod if you don’t have the pod. Late by 24 days. Actually, 24 days late on a schedule laid down 3 ½ years ago was fantastic in terms of normal military or NASA projects.  Not with this.  Planetary orbits were setting the timeline not people.  Hey, it’s possible to remove the rocket fairing, open the cargo hold, slip the cargo in and button it all up. Using helicopters and harnesses, it can be done, it’s just risky.  Risky to people and equipment.  “Winging it” was not NASA’s style. And yet here we were.  Royce and the rest of the VIP’s watching in fascination as the last bolts were torqued into place.  SPACE X techs were ready to continue the fueling of the rockets so its nine Merlin engines could blast the cargo into low earth orbit. The tanks just needed to be topped off to ensure a safety margin of fuel prior to lift off. The falcon had a unique launch hold system that kept the rocket pinned to the ground until a sufficient number of engines were working, ensuring a successful liftoff.  47 min later a tech gave Bob the thumbs up sign. Bob quietly moved to the Presidents side and spoke in her ear.  “Madam President, the rocket’s ready to go, we have about 25 min to liftoff. If you want to make some remarks, now is the time”. “I’ve also promised the French Committee member Mr. Legarde some time for remarks. He won the drawing to represent the committee and be here”. 

Hillary Clinton looked up from her tablet.  She looked every bit her 74 years.  Bob hoped he was aging better. He knew the stress was getting to everyone.  

Catching her eye he said “The tough part is over.  Now it’s just a routine resupply mission to the ISS.” 

“Thanks Bob”.  She moved to the front center of the NASA VIP Launch Lounge.  Natural political instincts kicking in, she stopped just right of dead center of the window with the rocket providing a natural back drop.  The President spoke the usual words when reminding people that they could celebrate tonight but the big prize was still ahead.  Clinton stepped off to the left to mild applause and approached Royce who was alogside his boss John  Scanlon the Director of NASA, as the French committee member Legarde started into his long winded remarks about team work and cooperation while being led by the French. She smirked just slightly for the men to see and then said, “Good work John, Bob.  Congratulate your teams for me. I’d also like to know who the new crew member is as soon as you know.”  

“Certainly Madam President, just as soon as the committee informs me.” 

The committee met and worked in Brussels.  Members felt that being in any of the usual capitols would subject them to too much outside interference. Members were regularly being called back home to get yelled at when the committee made a decision that didn’t align with the geopolitical interests of the home country.  He travelled or VTC’d once a week to the committee to get screamed at and be cajoled and be prodded and to actually get decisions made. 

As the countdown continued Royce looked around the lounge.  To be one of the 85 people in here was to be very lucky or very powerful.  The lounge itself was paid for by the Northrop Grumman Corporation. Its logo was plastered on everything.  Like the SPACE X and Scaled Composite logo’s on the rocket.  He felt like a NASCAR driver sometimes.  

All the visitors watched eagerly as the rocket lifted off the pad. Normal launch.  One down, thirty six launches to go.  The numbers clicked over in Royce’s head:  37 launches at 250 million each.  9.25 billion.  Another 3 billion for current hardware development.  18 billion more was being spent to produce the rest of the hardware and facilities and planning and people right now.  18 separate heads of State and respective congress, 4 Space agencies. 9 prime contractors.  1800 major subcontractors. 150,000 direct report workers. 250 astronauts needed to fly the supply missions, crew the ISS and build the Mars craft in space.  He had resources to get it done: NASA and Kennedy led the way. NASA had the SLS heavy lift rocket as well as the Delta IV. The Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, Ca. would add its communication and flight control centers. The Johnson Space Center in Houston would also play a large role with training and mission control.  But then so would Star City in Russia to oversee the Soyuz heavy lift launches as well as the European Space agency and the Arianne rockets from French Guiana.  The newer players in this would be the Chinese and their new Gui Long rockets from their base in the Gobi desert. The private companies included Space X and Antares from Kennedy and Vandenberg.  Virgin Galactic would lend its Mohave facilities as back up for Johnson or Kennedy. Bob had a wall in his office at Alliant Technologies that consisted of the integrated master plan.  A twisting maze of milestones and inter dependencies and boxes. Oh, the color coded boxes!  Old project managers would wander in and take one look and shudder.  Bob would grin.  The key was really simple: Tell them what to do, not how to do it.  Tell them what the end product had to look like or what function it had to perform and let them go about it. That’s where the committee came in.  They set the ground rules.  They set requirements.  They set parameters. The committee didn’t re- invent the wheel. These stake holders had been involved in the space program for 70 years.  The committee leveraged every lunar requirement and adapted it for Mars. They stole every hard won lesson learned from every blue ribbon panel, feasibility study or think tank in existence.  The components and knowledge were out there.  Could they wrap their arms around this greasy octopus and wrestle it into submission?  As the Program Manager for Mars Flight, Royce was the man in the ring with the octopus.  

After the President left and the press was spoon fed and the dignitaries stroked, Bob slipped out of the lounge and drove off Kennedy to his office. Highway 528 was jammed at the port junction.  Tourists.  Space was suddenly cool again.  He hoped it remained that way.  Bob spent the next three hours reviewing status and making phone calls.  The next launch was scheduled for 120 days from now at Kennedy and the real ballet would begin.  2 days later another launch from French Guiana.  Then it was a series of launches from various countries on various rockets carrying all sorts of parts and people. That’s where the octopus had the upper hand.  Bob sighed heavily.  Kennedy would be ready. The French were on track. 

The Chinese on day 250? That was another story. The Chinese were behind schedule.  Ideally 250 days from now the Chinese heavy rocket would blast off from their secret base in the Gobi desert carrying the equipment section of the mars craft. Boeing was ready with the equipment section 2 days early.  They wanted to ship in 90 days. Boeing had leveraged off its aircraft and satellite design business and broken new ground on the equipment module.  The module was designed to be the work horse section of the Mars craft housing the equipment/tools and science gear necessary to complete the mission. The 16foot tall 24 foot diameter section weighed 196,000 empty and was the biggest single piece going into space.  The Chinese had been selected because they claimed the Gui long could carry that payload.  Einstein was going to be too big. Bob chuckled as he got on the phone.  The official government name for the equipment section was: Equipment Module, Crewed.  EMC.  E=MC2.  Einstein.  God save us from the Big Bang Theory. Actually the old TV series had made it cool to be a geek. Suddenly astrophysicists and theoretical physicists were solving complex math by day and dating hot blonds at night.  NASA was not above basking in the glory.  Several scientists and astronauts had been on the show.  Astronauts on TV?  Advertising on Rockets?  Patent sharing on advances?  Welcome to the new world of space exploration.  Bob would do just about anything to get this mission accomplished.  Bob didn’t have many friends right now.  He checked his watch as he dialed a number.  Speaking Cantonese Bob saluted Lu chi Chan head of the Chinese Space Agency. 

“Chan my old friend how are you”?

“Tired and cranky as you well know”.  Chan replied in English.  Are you calling to inform me of the zero day launch?  No need I’ve been fully briefed”, Chan went on.

“No, Chan, I’m calling about the Day 250 Launch.  Boeing wants to ship”. 

The pause on the line was heavy.

“The Chinese Space Agency is fully committed to meeting its obligations to the mars mission. We remain confident that the Gui long will be ready to launch the equipment module up to the International Space Station”.

Bob smoothly replied, “NASA is just as firmly committed to the Gui long as the preferred launch vehicle for the equipment module launch.  However NASA is concerned about certain aspects of the program testing data”.  Royce waited. “Is it still the weight”? He spoke softly.

“Of course it is the weight. The EMC is the heaviest object lifted off the earth’ surface. 196,000 lbs.  The Gui long was never designed for this lift.  The modifications are very involved”, Chan grumped.

“How did last week’s test firing go? You kept Ms. Williams and the Boeing techs out of the control center”, Royce prodded.

“I’m sure the resourceful and beautiful Ms. Williams used her spy craft to pass on the info”, Chan retorted.

She had.  Just this morning.  Which necessitated this call.  Whatever modifications the Chinese had made to the solid rocket engines of the second stage had not been enough.

“Perhaps the test would pass if we had access to the ATK engine mods”?  Chan trailed off.

Bob carefully weighed this last sentence. Typical Chinese opaqueness.  Chan knew full well that ATK had made the break thru years before the mars mission was announced. 

The new packing method had allowed a Solid Rocket Propellant motor to get a 25% increase in thrust and the resultant increase in payload weights.  Solid Rocket Propellant was packed into the rocket motor. Most people assumed that the propellant was just packed in solid, but that was not the case.  If you cut a cross section out of a rocket motor there would be a hollow spot in the middle and a pattern on the interior surface.  This allowed the igniter to get more of the propellant involved in the initial burn.  As more and more of the propellant burns the limiting factor becomes how much gasses can be passed out of the bottle neck on the motor.  You could increase the size of the opening but that drops the pressure and you don’t get as much thrust.  There is a pressure/thrust curve and you tweaked it to find the sweet spot given the size of the rocket motor and the burn rate.  Then the cross coupled idea: how do you get soda out of a 2 liter bottle faster?  If you just turned it upside down it chugged out slowly.  However, if you spin the liquid inside the bottle it causes less interference as it exits and you get the liquid out faster.  Could you spin the escaping gasses in a solid rocket motor during a burn? Well yeah.  Not initially but if you put baffles inside a motor that became exposed as more and more of the propellant is burned away you could start the gasses swirling. Then it was just a matter of various opening sizes, and baffle patterns to achieve the thrust increase. 

Bob remembered the smiles after the static test he had witnessed as the NASA rep at ATK.  The mars mission info sharing agreement called for all advances made as part of the program would be shared by all.  Like the PLASBOND material. Anything prior would be paid for.  Companies and agencies had looked pretty hard at the tech being offered.  CEO’s and Directors took some technology and passed on others.  ATK had sold the SRP mod to Teledyne and SPACE X while the Chinese had passed.  ATK had also bought Motorola’s Comms Software/Hardware suite for a nice chunk of change.  Most of these exchanges had worked out without one company being too hurt or helped.  After the Chinese had passed, Bob dispatched his deputy program manager, the aforementioned Ms. Williams to be a technical liaison with the Chinese.  Tech Liaison, Spy. Tomato, Tomotto.  Now Chan was on the line dropping hints.  He was angling to get the tech for free.  They didn’t want to pony up the 2 billion ATK was charging.  So he staged some tests he knew would fail and then stall until the schedule demands made any other route prohibitive.  If the Chinese walked Bob knew that might bring down the program.  Chinese hardball.  He was no stranger. 

“Chan that suggestion is a nonstarter. The Russians and French have agreed to pick up your launches in exchange for some other considerations. Even the SLS is nearly there if we allow the liquid first stage to go up a little light on fuel. The safety margin is compromised but within tolerance. As the program Manager I have to make a GO/No go decision in the next two weeks. In the absence of verified positive test data on the engines, I will shift D250 to the Russians, D 430 to the French and prepare for the Chinese exit from the program”.  He waited. 

“Robert... My government has already announced the launch as the major accomplishment of the Chinese Space Agency.  It announces our coming out as a major launch player.  The loss of respect would be...  devastating”, Chan choked out.

Royce suppressed a flash of anger. “As I recall I urged you strongly not to make that announcement. Now you must live with the consequences”.

A 10 count of silence.  Royce played his trump card. 

“Perhaps a strategic withdrawal from the Tiger fund in the First bank of the Caymans is in order. Account number 72012QxxCH7788888 has 6.25 billion as of the first of the month.  As luck would have it ATK has an account at the same bank.  Specs and drawings could be to you via courier within an hour of transfer. ATK will say nothing.  Le Quan must be made to see the right path”. 

Le Quan was the Deputy Space Minister and the Premier’s brother.

Heavy breathing on the other end.  Bob waited stomach in knots.

“I think that will be acceptable to my superior, Chan relented.  I will make him see the path”.

“Thank you my friend.  You are a true steely eyed missile man”.  Bob granted the old boon.  He wondered how much of the 2 billion would come from Chan’s personal account.  Well the stick had worked, now the carrot.

“Ah... forgive me, one more item.  The committee has decided to remove the African crew member.  China will get one more slot”.  He waited. 

Chan mumbled a prayer.  “Thank you my friend.  The chairman will be most pleased with this news.  Most pleased”. 

“I need 20 more applicants for initial testing.  I have a good idea who they will pick, but send them anyway”.

“I will send them”.  “Godspeed Bob Royce”.

“Be well”, He hung up.  As he cradled the phone he penned a quick note on his tablet to his assistant to draft orders sending Ms. Williams back to Cape Canaveral. With the motor tech knowledge all but transferred, her talents were needed elsewhere. 

Royce then went to his office safe and opened it.  Removing a cell phone he dialed a number from memory.  A series of clicks and tones answered the phone. He waited 2 seconds. “This is RA authentication is Xray Alpha 117.  I need to get a message to Raven:  I had to use the Chinese Cayman bank information. You may want to pull your guy out or whatever it is you guys do...        

Silence.  Thanks Bye”.

Thanks Bye.  Real James Bond shit right there Bob mused.   Royce was less than pleased to have to use the best info he had on the Chinese. Information was power and he had just exercised a large amount. Dropping the now useless phone in the waste basket, Bob picked up the next file folder waiting to boil over.  He knew a new phone and a visit from Raven was forthcoming. Raven was a present? Tool? From President Clinton.  Royce hated spooks. Reading the file he soon forgot Raven.  The French needed a visit in Guiana.
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Dr.  Janice Lincoln moved from the work station table back the computer to input the test results. She was looking at the micro biology of the latest GMO alfalfa. The plant had been genetically modified by Monsanto to withstand the pesticide Round up.  It sounded kind of counter intuitive: Why would you make a plant able to withstand a new pesticide when it could already withstand two? When the two current pesticides didn’t kill weeds as well and were pretty bad for the environment, that’s when.  Round up worked better on weeds but it also killed the old alfalfa as well.  Dairy farmers paid more for weed free alfalfa than stuff that had weeds in it.  So; design a plant that could withstand round up and reap the profits right?  Monsanto had been doing just that.  It was Janice’ job to ensure that the GMO food was able to be eaten safely by the cows and then by humans drinking the milk and eating the cheese. 

She’d worked for the FDA for the past three years.  Left the job with the CDC after the crash had killed her husband and son.  At 36 she was really overqualified for this current position.  PHD’s in Biology, Micro biology and Computer Science from UC Berkeley as well as a Medical Degree went well beyond what was needed. Janice never considered herself a “genius” or a savant or a prodigy.  She simply liked to be busy.  She had natural gifts that were helpful: an eidetic memory, natural hand eye coordination and curly brown hair. Janice was really good at prioritizing and focusing.  High school taught that she could handle a hard work load.  She started college classes as a junior in high school. She learned to size up the syllabus from a class and break it down into manageable bites. Then she would set her schedule and stick to it.  She was one of 13 triple majors at Berkeley.  Growing u she’d had as normal a child hood and high school life as possible.  Her parents regretted that Janice was an only child. She did study most nights but she also went to parties, football games, and concerts.  Friends were around but no serious relationships developed.  Then she had met Charles at Berkeley.  Charles Bennet was not intimidated by the reputation or the reality of interacting with someone that smart.  Janice thought he was interesting and was amused when he asked her to pencil him in the schedule for a date.  His physical looks did not match playboy status but the skinny, earnest young man was personable.  A local pizza parlor called Zachary’s for some pesto pizza and red wine. She actually was 22 min over schedule for the date when he dropped her off.  Lost a few minutes kissing.  The tenuous nature of time made manifest.  She smiled at the thought.  So the schedule got adjusted to have Charles at the parties or the game or just time alone for the two of them.  

They got married as he finished his MBA and she completed the Triple Crown as he called it.  Offers had been coming in for the last 18 months.  Bio tech, universities, government agencies all came sniffing.  Don’t worry about the money Charles had advised, just make sure it’s something that can hold your interest for 5 or 6 years.  Besides we will just have to make do with the six figure signing bonus he chided.  CDC and Coke got themselves some new young talent to dazzle the world. They moved to Atlanta.  Janice dug in with both hands. CDC put her in a lab and then started asking her questions.  How did this flu strain mutate and can you predict what the next strain might look like?  I don’t know let me see...  13 months later she looked up and published the paper on influenza strain mutation and the predictive course for future mutations.  The HHS Secretary and the President just stared at her while she made her presentation.  It really hit her when Charles took her face in his hands in bed that night.  Honey you just saved millions of lives today.  Kids that would have died from the flu will now live because of you.  Him beaming down at her was better than any accolade from the President.  Tougher questions followed.   Hey Janice, dementia seems to be linked to this gene but it can take a slow path or fast path to actual cell break down.  Is there a trigger mechanism and could there be a blocking agent?  22 months passed in a blink.  She had proved the genetic link for the fast path dementia and the test that would allow early detection.  She could see how the blocking agent could be laid in the path with the right genetic treatment.  The design of the genetic modification and the testing would take another 2 years.   She gave birth as the testing wound down.  She and Charles had a long talk about the schedule.  Charles had moved over to Ryder Capitol management.  They decided that Charles would raise Danny.  Janice never got the Charles in Charge joke.  Three good years working, raising a family, trying to schedule a second child. The phone call to the lab put aside many things.  Gone, both of them, just like that. Traffic accident.  Janice would never again take a phone call without thinking of that moment.  She tried not to schedule into the future.  She tried to ignore the gaping holes in her life but she could not.  She left CDC. She took the job and moved to DC at FDA because she thought the supervisor understood.  Janice should have been supervising an entire section of the FDA testing group instead of being a researcher.  Two years in she realized that she was lonely.  That was actually progress.  Feeling nothing to feeling something, even loneliness was progress.  She filled out the NASA application because a colleague had suggested she would be a good fit for the program.  A trip to Mars might be fun right? She took over the FDA’s computer hardware/software upgrade.  Alfalfa was a stopgap until something, anything else came along. Opportunity had an iPhone 6 bell tower ring tone.  She hung up from NASA’s call with a sudden realization.  Did I just commit to a tip to Mars? That’s 3 years!  Never mind that the only offer was a trip to Florida for the second round of testing and qualifications for the Mars crew.  The thought that she would not be accepted, never occurred to her.  Of course they would offer Mars.  Did she really want to go? That required some thought. She would go to Florida and see.
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The lanky Russian paused to look at his cards.  Pair of Aces.  Top pair.  He scanned the other 4 players at the Bellagio Texas hold em table.  Cards, odds, chip counts and player ticks all passed thru the computer in his head.  He raised 400.  2 calls and 2 folds.  He looked at the man on his right.  The guy should have folded.  Sergei Ivanovitch processed him.  Bad bluff.  The flop came King Ten nine. The bluffer raised 1000 on top of Sergei’s 500, repping top pair.  Sergei called. The other player called.  Sergei focused on the man across from him now. He had good cards.  The turn came up six.  Bluffer went 1,000. Player called. He raised to 5,000.  Player called, and bluffer finally folded. Sergei focused.  The room froze, achieving the zone.  The zone was his secret weapon.  In the zone time slowed.  Sergei was able to notice things at an almost atomic level.  He studied the opponent.  Jeans, button down shirt. Unkempt hair, stubble.  Relaxed face.  Why would he be relaxed?  He couldn’t have aces.  Unless. The river came up Ace.  Sergei looked at the player. He quietly folded without betting. Sometimes the only play is to cut your losses.  Player looked at him.  How did you know, he asked turning over the eight seven to complete the straight.  Sergei stacked up his remaining chips.  “You were too calm,” he said.   No reaction at all to the Ace. You were set from the flop.”  

72,050. Up over 22,000.   Not bad for 4 hours work.  The game ended and Sergei cashed out and went to the bar.  The large Russian was classically handsome with short blond hair and a square jaw.   The compact body meant to squeeze into cockpits and space capsules was well muscled.  He walked to the bar with every bit of grace and swagger a trained fighter pilot could muster.  Vegas was as far as possible from Vladivostok.  Or Moscow or Baikanour or Kennedy.  Sergei was running.  Running from the government.  Running from his past, his future, and present.  Fuck em he thought.  They can’t make me go.  I’ll play nice, but I’m not going.  He sipped his drink and tried to pin point where it had gone wrong.  Every action seemed right at the time.  Sometimes you can play every situation correctly and you just had to cut your losses.  He didn’t regret sleeping with the Minister’s daughter.  She was over 21. Barely but over.  He was only 22 at the time. 17 years is a long time to hold a grudge.  Who knew she would grow up to run Russia’s Space Agency?  Well when Daddy was Putin’s hand-picked successor, baby gets what she wants.  Besides by all accounts Tatiana was good at her job.  Cool, competent, and professional.  She had dogged him his whole career.  Ruined the Sukoi job then ran him out of Star City.  Now she was bugging NASA.  Royce told him so himself.  Now she wanted to meet.   He had gone to Vegas to avoid her visit. With any luck he would gamble for a few days spend some time with quality booze and hookers and slink back to NASA to continue the development program.  Development only.  Royce had agreed to that.  Good man that Royce.  Royce could use some time in Vegas himself, Sergei thought. 

He spotted them as they started across the bar towards him.  One American and one Russian.  FBI and CKE.  Both ex- military.  Professional.  They blocked both avenues of escape without getting in each other’s way.  Sergei figured his odds.  

As the American approached the table he stopped short and spoke to him, “Sergei Ivanovich, it is time to quit playing childish games and do your duty.  She wants to see you upstairs”.

Sergei assessed the situation.  He could take the two of them.  They would do some damage, but he could beat them and get out. He started shifting his weight slowly preparing for the move. 

“Tovaritch”, the Russian agent spoke softly.  He nodded to his left and behind Sergei.  Sergei slowly turned his head.  Seated at a back table was another CKE agent.  Two more FBI appeared at the bar entrance.  Five.  Sergei weighed the odds.  In the zone he might, might be able to beat them.  Fighting five men at once was actually not as hard as it sounds. Five men attacking individually had no coordination.  They often blocked each other’s movements, allowing for the one opponent to exploit that advantage.  However, if they were professional they could come at him in a two, two, one formation and wipe the floor with him.  Did Sergei want to go thru that?  On the other hand he didn’t want to see Tatiana.  Their last meeting six months ago had been...  eventful for him.  The bruises were barely healed. He had signed the application to go on the Mars mission at the point of a gun.  Sergei promptly went in and faked some medical data that indicated he had epilepsy.  He was a little disappointed that she had figured that out as quickly as she had.  Royce was still convinced he was not a candidate.  It had taken a little fancy footwork to convince Royce to let him stay. on to design.  

You know what?  No.  Wrong tactic with Tats.  Running only made her chase.  Time to anger her.  Then she would kill him or let him go. Either way, Sergei didn’t go to Mars.  He eased to his feet.  

Setting himself he said: “lead on Mc Duff.”  The agents exchanged a glance and the formation formed up for the trip across the lobby to the elevators.  Sergei relaxed now that he had a plan.  The trip to the penthouse was in silence.  

As they approached the door to the room, the US agent warned him “no tricks we have every angle covered here”. 

Sergei smiled.  He doubted that.  As he entered the suite, he told the agent “don’t wait up, we are going to be at it all night”.  

The CKE agent smiled grimly,  “I don’t think that would be in your best interest, she’s mad at you”.  

Entering the empty living room Sergei moved to the bar and poured two drinks. He stood at the window looking over the Vegas strip.  He heard her enter the room.  He held the drink out behind him without looking at her.   She took the glass silently.  They both stared out.  This had to be done delicately.   With Finesse.  He turned to look her up and down.  At 21 she had been all skinny planes and angles.  Beautiful, but not yet mature.  Now Tatiana had come into her beauty and power with a vengeance.  She did look fantastic with her hair that red color.  Body ripe and full.  Sergei made his play.  He turned and hurled the glass across the room smashing it.  He took both her shoulders in his hands and stared down into her blue eyes.   

Voice loud, hard, he said, “Let me make this as plain as I can. I don’t care how much money daddy has or how much power you have, I’m not going to Mars.  I don’t care about the glory or the science or the honor for the old country.  You can only kill me once.  We had an affair 15 years ago. It’s over. Deal with it. Quit hounding me you bitch”!

He shifted her back towards the window and moved his hip over to keep her from kneeing him in the crotch. He took a deep breath to continue the planned tirade and looked back at her face. Amusement.

Not fear, not anger, amusement.  He focused in and achieved the zone.  Her breath hitched in. Uh oh. She casually moved her hand behind his head running her hand thru his hair.  Now her hips shifted and he was turned with his back to the window. 

She moved her head in close to his ear as the zone shattered.  “Poor Sergei Ivanovitch.   “The sacrifices you must make.  The burdens you must carry.  To be asked to lead the most important space mission the earth has ever undertaken.  To be the most famous cosmonaut since Armstrong.  To be the first human to set foot on another planet. It is just too much.  We have wronged you”, she nuzzled into his neck kissing him softly. 

Wait what?

Arms and legs entrapped him entrapped him.  Arms legs lips eyes hair everywhere as   Sergei tried to regain the upper hand. 

“Well I appreciate the status of this mission, Tatiana, but I really only want to design and fly, this is too much command. Too much responsibility”.

“Of course it is too much”, she purred, maneuvering him to the couch. He was way too aroused as she wriggled on top of him. 

“I’m not committing to anything, Tats”.

Kissing her ,feeling her tugging off clothes and one last defiant,” This doesn’t mean anything...  ”

“Of course not, Serge” she whispered as she took him. 

Many hours later in bed Tatiana looked over at him. His drowsy eyes half closed. 

“Sergei, look at me”.

He did, starting to apologize and object.  

“No, here me out; It is simple.  This mission is going to require the best we can muster.  You are the best.  I know it; The committee knows it, and so does Royce.  Without you this mission might fail and people could die. People might still die but the mission can succeed with you.  So you are out of your comfort zone, commanding.  Deal with it, as someone recently told me”.

The man  was silent.  She had a point.  Sergei knew the myriad of things that could go wrong on a space flight.  What was the lesson on the US Space shuttle Challenger disaster?  If you have 10 million parts on a space craft and 10% are critical how many critical parts is that?  1 million.  How many parts on the Mars craft?  How many on the site base? 

He told her his fears.  “How could I possibly look over the 2 million parts”?  

She gazed at him with confidence. “Look at it this way; Watkins gets the nod without you. Watkins could only look over 800,000 parts.  That left God to look over 1.2 million. You can look over 1.4 million parts. That reduces God’s work load by 50%.  You are doing God a favor”. 

He contemplated that.

“Okay.  I’ll do it.  As a favor for God, no other reason”.  

She smiled at him, reaching out to stroke his chest.  

“Hey, I’m not a circus performer.  I can’t just perform on que.  Besides I need to convince Royce I am suddenly cured of epilepsy”. 

“Royce”?  Tatiana laughed throatily.  “Who do you think sent me”?
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Tyler Watkins eased the wrench down to better fit the bolt.  These small bolts were tricky.  Too much torque snapped the heads off, while too little just caused the heads to strip. Bracing his right foot on the platform, he switched the wrench to on. The bolt resisted a little and the wrench slipped on the head for a turn.  Watkins adjusted on the fly and the bolt started to back out. 10 seconds later he reported last screw out step 17 completed.  The step was dutifully checked off by Edminton.  Zhou then moved onto the platform to install the handles.  The three astronauts were in Houston at the NASA weightless training pool.  They were developing the procedures that would allow the Mars mission astronauts to assemble the craft and for in-flight refueling using the attached plasbond cubes.  The pool was featured as the training ground for NASA astronauts on spacewalks.  During the famous Hubble Space telescope maintenance missions NASA legends like Story Musgrave and Tom Akers had spent hours in the pool honing skills and procedures.  Of course what NASA never highlighted was the amount problems those spacewalks had to overcome. EVA suit problems, comms issues, tool malfunctions. Astronauts learned to adapt and fix on the fly.  But they proved that 8 hrs of complex work could be done in space.  Mars mission was the next logical step.  They had fixed Hubble and repaired the ISS now they would assemble the Mars craft. Now they had to build the thing in space. Time in the pool was precious.  With 250 astronauts needing certification on all types of procedures and tools, wet time was gold.  NASA was monitoring and coordination the 4 agencies as they certified astronauts.  Almost half, like Watkins, had previous ISS EVA on their resumes.  Jack Edminton and Lui Zhou were new.  Watkins was leading them on the qual walk.  Tyler and Zhou acknowledged the next step from Edminton and shifted to remove the panel.  As Tyler handed off the panel to Zhou he lectured:  When you get the panel in space you need to be very aware of tool placement and handling the panel.  If you leave that wrench attached on too long a tether, it can become trapped between your suit and the panel.  That tends to put pressure on parts of the EVA suits that they weren’t really designed for.  The wrench end tends to break the small wires of the telemetry links internal to the suit.  Then we have to do maintenance on the suits and that leads to less space time.  Zhou acknowledged curtly.  Watkins tended to pontificate vs teach.  But they needed his signature on the sign off sheet or they had to do this again.  Once the panel was stowed on the truss bracket, they proceeded to retrieve the fuel bladder from the cube and restore the panel.  It took longer than some but it was done correctly.  Zhou and Edminton were new but competent.  Watkins knew that they would be in the mix for the final crew.  Jack was a no, but Zhou had a chance at the Chinese slot.  The US had three crew members out of 8.  China had one. Russia, Europe, South America, and Africa had one each also.  An earth representative crew.  Watkins was a favorite to be an American crew member.  He wanted more.  Mission Commander.  The first man to set foot on another planet.  He had the speech all planned out:  “I take this step to advance all mankind” It was his for the taking.  Ivanovitch had turned chicken. He didn’t want it. And there were no serious contenders among the European, Chinese or South Americans. Other Americans like Grace Adler or Michael Keith were contenders but not really in his league.  Rumor was that the Mars crew finalists were heading to Florida soon.  He just had to play the game for a little while longer. 

Growing up poor in Henderson, Nevada, Watkins never had much. He was a natural mechanic and had an uncanny ability to see things in 3 dimensions. He had worked on the math and science to escape the bad family situation. He joined the military straight out of high school. The Air Force saw potential right away.  They sent him to school and made him an officer. He was a wiry five feet eleven inches. Brown suntan and a scowl smirk that seemed to be his go to facial expression. He flew jets in combat and had earned medals and citations but no friends. A loner by nature he signed up for and got astronaut training. He had been in space 4 times to the ISS. Now he had Mars in his sights.  As he signed off the qual letter and changed back into his flight jumpsuit (more patches than open space) an envelope was taped to his locker.  Opening it he smiled as he read. Orders to Florida for “special training”.  Slipping the envelope into his flight suit he went to pack.  It was time to blow this popsicle stand.  Nobel Prize? Time’s Man of the Year?  Either would be fine.  It was only his due.

CHAPTER 3   
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The NASA commercial came on. The first commercial break of the NCAA March Madness coverage: $1.3 million to tell the world:  Footage of Obama announcing the mission.  The conference where the committee was announced and the primes selected.  Glorious launches from all over the world.  Cut to a woman wiring electronics board in India.  Voice over:  I’m making the electronics for the radar system that will warn the astronauts of anything incoming to endanger the spacecraft.  Cut to a male engineer working at a computer.  I’m writing the software that will allow the astronauts to fly the craft out of danger.  Cut to a team testing a pipe. We’re building the mars spacecraft itself!!  I made that.  I made that. I made that. Mars spacecraft: built on earth. Ready for the stars. 
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The briefing room was the largest at NASA in the Cape Kennedy Operational Center.  The video screen displayed the Dragon X Capsule landing in the Pacific Ocean and retrieval. The solid fuel rocket booster had previously made its upright landing to be reused five days ago.    All 52 people in the room watched with interest.  48 candidates plus Royce, Kat Williams, John Scanlon the NASA Director and Tatiana Medvedev.  The candidates watched them and each other with more interest. Many of them knew others very well. Watkins saw James Andrews, AKA Digger.  He also saw Ivanovitch, which surprised him. There was Lui Zhou from Houston and Elkington.  He had spaced with Brad Elkington before. They nodded at each other. They all eyed each other, sizing up the competition. Some were wide eyed and nervous.  Others blasé, hiding it.  Janice Lincoln committed the briefing material to memory.  All quieted when Royce moved to the front of the room as the video display cutoff.

“Welcome to you all.  As I’m sure you’ve guessed, this starts phase 2 Mars mission testing and qualification.  The Mars Mission crew will be selected from the people in this room. The selection process will be long, complicated and fraught with political wrangling and a bunch of hurt feelings”.  

Several chuckled at that. Oh. Royce was going to tell the truth was he?  

Royce continued. “The crew breakdown is as follows:  3 Americans.  2 Chinese.  1 each South American, Russian and European. That’s eight total”.  Some buzzing at the omission of the African crew person.  More internal racking and stacking.  

The speaker plowed on. “We need a Mission Commander, Flight Lead, a Comms lead, a Geology Expert, a Computer Expert, Biology, Medical and Physicist.  Everyone on board will be an engineer. The engineers are the fix it crew.  You are here because you represent the best in those fields.  You have all passed the basic psychological tests and the physical requirements. You are all smart, competitive and goal oriented.  You do the math.  Any one person who is qualified on multiple fronts stands the better chance of going. Each one of the fields will have more knowledge testing, practical tests and scenario driven faulted operational tests given.”  A quick drink from his water battle.  “Don’t worry about the space flight.  You will be sick of the ISS and your space suits by the time this is over.  Each one of you will get a minimum of three flights to the ISS.  Anyone who is uncomfortable in space will be discovered and removed. Some of you have been to the ISS before.  That puts you in the flight driver seat.  But someone who has flight experience as well as computer expertise or comms knowledge is going ahead of the flyboy.  Lastly a large chunk of your scores are going to be on how you help others in the testing period.  This is about mission over self.  We are putting together a team not a collection of fighter pilots.  Egos are checked at the door.” 

Royce paused to watch how this was playing to his silent audience.  Some were nervous at the  blunt words.  Others not so much.  “Anyone who doesn’t want to play nicely will be asked to leave. The committee has delegated broad authority to me in this area.  I’m choosing three from among the Americans here.  The 2 Chinese I will give a recommendation to but the Chinese will get their choices.  Same going forward for the European Space Agency and the Russian group. The South American candidate will be picked by committee.” You could be the best American physicist but if the best Chinese or South American is a physicist you are out of luck.”  

“Make yourself indispensable”.  A small chuckle greeted this euphemism,   “If I need to I can take circumstances back to the committee and tell them I have to have more European geology experts for example.  We are not above removing all of you and starting over if need be.  I fully expect you to be up to speed on all of the material you have been given.  Everyone reach under your seat.”

He gave them time to reach and gather the items.  “Pull out the goodie box.  You’ll find a color coded card RED GOLD BLUE WHITE.  Those correspond to your group.  Find a tablet.  That tablet is classified Secret!”  It will now be with you every second of every day.  You will sleep with those tablets. You will notice that they are very special.  Please turn them on.”  

Royce paused while 48 tablets got booted up.  “These are the latest from IBM.  Ultra high def flex fold screen. 4096 parallel A7 processors.  400 terabytes of storage.  New Polymer lithium batteries from Sadoway.  You should have 26 hours continuous use from the batteries with a 45 min charge time.  You will note that every bit of information is already loaded on this tablet.  Full Mars craft specs and tech manuals. All procedures, every photo ever taken of Mars.  Every technical spec of the equipment you will use.  It also has your schedule and a can be used to text and send messages as well as a camera.”

The attention span of the nerds in the room went down as the shiny new toy was played with.   “I expect that each of you will be fully versed in this tablet tomorrow.  Where you are supposed to be and when you are supposed to be there is on the tablet.  Be there.  You will be expected to know the day one material tomorrow morning.  There will be a test.  If you think I won’t send you home after one day, please try me on this. If that tablet says to be in a specific bathroom at a specific time you better be there grunting.” 

Titters in the crowd as faces turned back up to him.  “By the end of the week we expect to have four operational groups ready to start training for various ISS launches.  Last thing. This is no place to have a secret.  If you know something you better tell me. Secrets get people killed.  See you at the Day 6 second event.  Dismissed”.

Janice sat in the crowd looking at the tablet while the four grownups left the stage.  It was remarkable.  1.3 lbs.  About 8 by 12 with a small bevel around the screen. She reached to the screen and folded it out.  It was now 16 by 12.  She touched icons on the screen.  One was marked Register me first.  She registered her name and info into the tab.  A new icon appeared; Daily schedule:  Dr. Janice Lincoln. Gold Group.  Barracks room 142 A.  The room number was hyperlinked.  She clicked and a map of the Kennedy Space Center came up with a flashing triangle indicating where she was and where her room was.  She memorized the directions.  She noted a section marked required tasks:  1) attend orientation brief 0700 Aldrin Auditorium.  2) Register Laptop  3) Barracks room move in   4) Gold group meeting conf rm 6D Mcallister Hall 1030 5) Make video log entry 6) attend astronaut social 1900 Green house.  Again hyperlinks led to maps or additional information.  She marked the first two items on her schedule as completed and started on the third.  She noticed others milling about or talking. No one seemed interested in the laptops.  

She slipped out of the auditorium into her car and followed the road around to her barracks room. The door was locked but a key was in the door.  She opened the room Spartan but clean. She walked into a small shared kitchenette with a sink, small fridge, microwave and table.  Beyond was a couch entertainment center with a TV, one small window and two doors off either side of the lounge area leading to the bedrooms. Two bunks in each room. On the bunks were sheets, blanket, pillow and case plus three pairs of blue running shorts with a NASA logo. Three women’s medium short sleeve shirts in gold with the Mars mission logo. Dresser with a small closet. Two desks with chairs in the bedrooms.  The left side bunk had her name over it.  Janice stowed her clothes quickly in the bottom two drawers with the rest hung up in the closet. In the closet were eight jumpsuits- 4 with her name on them and 4 with Gonsolvo on them.  Each bedroom came with its own small standard bathroom.  She stowed a small toiletries bag in the left bottom side of the bathroom cubby holds.  She moved her note books and some journals and another laptop into the desk.  She sat at the desk looking more closely at the apps on the tablet.  Apps were not the right word.  The laptops contained an extraordinary amount of information. It had13 distinct modules: 1) Laptop  2) Schedule  3) Training presentations  4) Procedures  5) Ships schematics  6) Equipment Schematics  7) Mars information  8) Video blog  9) Comms  10)  Navigation  11) Flight  12) Testing  13) Science.  She tabbed 2 open.  It had several subheadings:  Personal Physical Classroom Practical Testing Medical Flight. She tapped personal.   Her schedule was laid out for the week. Janice expanded it out to the month.  Wow.  She closed out her personal and opened the classroom portion.  She closed that back and reopened her personal schedule. The classroom was group and individual specific for the whole group. Likewise the Practical schedule. Her personal schedule grabbed those items and coalesced them into her personal schedule.  But she could look at anyone’s schedule in the program.  Up to and including Royce.  Ditto her instructors.   She closed the personal schedule down to a week.  She started tomorrow at 0600 with Physical training (uhgg) with gold group at the gym (Physical training gear was listed as the uniform). She then had a group breakfast followed by group classroom training session 1 (Hadenfeld) (Flight suit) (Allen Hall classroom 2). The session 1 item was hyper linked: Clicking on it she saw NASA Mars Flight Orientation power point presentation slides come up. She perused them. Clicking on the professor’s name she saw his NASA bio and some links to newspaper articles: “Canadian astronaut wows earth followers with photos and Davis Bowie songs”. She clicked the You tube link. Space Odessy.  Not bad. Tomorrow had continued with a Baseline medical test for hearing sight and blood work. She had an individual training session at 1400 with Williams at the flight mock up lab in the VAB.  She then joined her group for dinner and an EVA suit fitting and training session.  It ended at 2000 with, no shit, a test back in the auditorium with all four groups.  The test hyper link stated that the testing materials would be provided at the session.   

Okay.  NASA was pretty serious about this.  They were just going to fire hose the info at them and see who could cope.  Janice tabbed open 8 for the video blog and started to record.  The instructions had been pretty clear: record your thoughts about the mars mission and your personal reactions.  For the first session answer this question:  Why do you want to go to Mars?  Janice adjusted the camera and closed her eyes composing her thoughts.  She started recording:   
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Video log of Janice Lincoln on 11 March 2021 0819 

I’m in my new dorm room getting ready for my next group session.  The room is adequate and the laptop is fabulous. Mr. Royce you said no secrets so here are some I know:  The hyperlink to the map of Kennedy Space Center brings up an out of date map.  The Kennedy website has the current one.  The Power point slides for session one by Astronaut Hadenfeld are misnumbered.  They go 1 thru 6 but then 8, 9 then 11 thru 27. We have a swim session listed as our physical training for Tuesday but no swim suits were provided in our rooms.  Could you please indicate in our session this evening if the suits are at the pool facility or if I need to get one? The list of items we were required to bring did not include a swimsuit.  I’m assuming you are monitoring these blogs and tracking us thru the laptops.  Why do I want to go to Mars?  I’d like to know if life existed once or even still exists on Mars.  Thank you.  Lincoln out. 

––––––––
[image: ]


She switched off.  A little smile on her lips as she continued to peruse the laptops and got deeper into the slides for session one.  As she studied the door to the barracks room opened.  

A short dark compact woman entered the bedroom.  “! Hola Chica!” She sang.  “I’m Rosario Gonsolvo.  It looks like we are going to be roomies”. 

Janice stared.  The woman was bursting with energy. It crackled off her eyes and hips.  Slinging her bags down the newcomer dropped onto the bed.  

“Whoo!  They are grim out there.  Everyone is very serious today. No one has been cut yet. What’s your story- Janice, is it”? She asked reading the name tag. 

Janice gave her the NASA bio version of who she was. 

Rosario was impressed. “Well if you can stomach the flight and EVA stuff you should be a shoe in.  I’m a comms tech as well as RADAR and flight back up.  I also have an Astronomy back ground”.

“Have you been to the International Space Station”? Janice asked her, while Rosario unpacked.  

“Yes, once, two years ago”. “We installed the new Motorola gear on the ISS. That was actually fun. Worried about the flights?  Well don’t sweat it.  I’ll help you with the Space woman stuff.  I might need a little help on some of the science items”, Rosario bargained.

“Deal”, said Janice smiling.  Janice liked this little bundle. 

“Have you looked over the laptop”?   

Rosario frowned.  “Just a glance, why”? 

“I think they are real serious about us sleeping with the laptops.  I think the laptops are how they track us and grade us on things.  Look here”.  She helped Rosario boot up and register, then showed her the schedule and hyperlinks. The Argentinian woman frowned down at the computer. 

“Aiy mommy you are right.  Royce is a bastard.  A cute one but he would cut his mother to get to Mars.  Who is in gold group”?  As she said this the door opened again and two men entered the kitchen area. The tall skinny blond man grinned down at them. 

“Hello ladies.  I’m James Andrews.  You can call me Digger. I’ll explain later. This is Qyuhn Le from the People’s Republic of China”. Introductions all around.  

Janice warned them “You guys have about an hour before gold group meets for our session”. 

“We should go together”, said James.  “We can keep Qyuhn from getting lost”.  

The man bristled.  “I have the highest IQ ever measured in China, I think I can read a map”.  

Janice left Rosario making her blog entry and the men arguing as they unpacked.  She went out onto the walkway in front of the barracks building.  There were four buildings around a central courtyard. Gaps between the four story buildings showed other structures.  Janice called up a mental picture of the map.  Southeast was the main classroom Mcallester hall.  The galley was kitty-corner to that.  To the North east was the VAB in the distance with the view of launch complex 29 and 30 blocked by the buildings.  The Northwest corner led to the Auditorium with the gym and flight mock up buildings beyond that.  Kennedy was a huge sprawling massive complex.   A good description of this mission Janice thought. She watched men and women move into and out of barracks rooms. Well we shall see. 

The small office was buried deep in the bowls of the Mcallester hall.  Royce sat at a three screen console with Katherine Williams his deputy just back from China looked on over his shoulder.   One display showed an aerial map view of Kennedy with small numbered triangles blinking.  The vast majority of the 48 were clustered in the 4 low slung buildings around the quad.  He looked at the list correlating names and numbers scrolling on another screen.  Watkins had his three roommates up and running. So did Sergei although his blog entry was a long string of profanities directed at Royce over Tatiana.  Kat smiled at that.  A surprising number had figured the laptops quickly.  Watkins, Lincoln, Ivonavitch, Adler.  Even trigging to the monitoring and who would be behind it.  He started calling up video blogs and most were pretty honest.  Watkins sounded like a NASA commercial: “carrying the honor of mankind into the stars”.  Kat inputted times and tasks accomplished into the algorithm that would come up with the ideal crew. It wasn’t just a matter of could someone get their own tasks performed but would they or could they do to help others?  As the training progressed, individual scores would matter less and less.  Group scores would start to weigh more heavily. 

Sighing, Royce looked at the third screen display.  Two laptops unregistered.  Dr. Hoffman and Dr.  Xiling.  It looked as though Hoffman had left his laptop in his car and Dr Xiling had his in his room but had yet to turn it on.  Why hadn’t someone in the group helped them?  Royce called up a list of phone numbers.  He called the number listed for Xiling.  

“Dr?  Are you okay?” Royce asked. “I see.” 

“Sir., I cannot stress enough how important those laptops are.  I know you had a long flight in and are tired.  Please complete your items and then you can get a good nights’ sleep. Thank you sir”.

Checking his list again he dialed another number.  “Officer Jenkins?  Royce.  I need to you to go to room 132 south of Apollo barracks and find a Dr. Hoffman.  Georg Hoffman.  German geologist.  His laptop is in his car. Please impress upon Dr. Hoffman how important we think classified laptops are.  He has a meeting at 1030 so you have about 20 min to read him the riot act okay?  Thank you”.

He went back to monitoring.  “I want you to head down to the classrooms and observe the small groups”, he told Williams.  The woman left without a word.  She was stealthy.

Later, Sergei sat in room 6 E of McAllester Hall.  He studied the blue group of 12 people in detail.  7 men and 5 women from around the globe.  A nice mixture of scientists and astronauts.  He had started with himself in introductions around the table.  

“Hello, I am Sergei Ivanovitch, obviously a mad Russian.  Flight Command candidate. I’ve been in space 4 times.  I’m qualified on flight, 67 actual EVA hours, certified on every space tool, comms, radar, rover, and all systems on the ISS.  I have been involved lately in the Mars craft design and production. I have helped develop all the procedures we will use on the mission.  I have advanced degrees in mechanical and electrical engineering as well as geology and computer science.  I’m a Taurus and I like to collect Staffordshire pottery”.  

He waited a beat while the joke sank in.  Not much reaction. After the intros were done (no one even came close to his qualifications) Sergei looked at all of them.  “I have been thru this rodeo before.  Please let me give you some advice: No one knows everything.  We have to work together if we want to get to Mars. Every action we take is going to be graded.  Dave, Phuong, could you explain what you are wearing”?  

Both of the named scientists looked bewildered.  Jeans and a tee shirt came the reply.        “Why aren’t you in your flight suits?  Didn’t you see them in the closet? Do you have your laptops”?  

Both produced them.  

“Let me show you”.  He went thru the schedule highlighting time place and uniform.  Several people had startled looks as he called up the session 1 training slides.  

“Every single action we take is being graded. Someone will note your lack of the correct uniform and mark you down.  Small details make a huge difference in space”. 

Sergei also noted a smug smile on another face.  “Dr. Atkinson, you are perhaps a little pleased to see a competitor get marked down a grade”?

Atkinson quickly replied “no, of course not.” 

Sergei waved away the protest. “Understand the entire group got a grade on this session. We all got marked down because they are not in the right uniform.  As your potential flight and mission commander, I am especially marked down because two of my people were not correct.  Harsh?  Maybe.  There is an old science fiction book called “The Moon is a Harsh Mistress”.  “Mars?  Well, Mars is just a stone cold bitch. 50 percent of the missions we have ever undertaken to Mars have failed.  Dave and Phuong need not worry.  It’s just one point on a scale of thousands”.  “But enough that attention to detail is what separates who makes it and who doesn’t. Now let’s talk about tomorrow.  Does anyone anticipate problems with the physical training”? Four hands went up.  

“Other than you don’t like it”, Sergei laughed.  Three hands went down.  

“I don’t have running shoes, Dr Jones stated.  I just forgot them.  I’ll pick some up at the base exchange after lunch”.  

“Good.  Does anyone know Dr Tyson our training lecturer?  No? Too bad”. Sergei went thru the process of leading his group.  He suggested they all eat lunch together to go thru some of the laptop modules in preps.  The American flight candidate Kelly Johnson was suspicious at first.  But she came around.  The group was talking animatedly about the mission when Sergei noted Ms. Williams at the doorway.  She nodded to him and slipped out.  He missed that caramel skinned exotic beauty while she was in China. He hoped she liked
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