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In this high-tech action adventure from Kevin J. Anderson and Doug Beason, terrorists seize control of the Kennedy Space Center and hold the shuttle Atlantis and its crew hostage on the launchpad. But astronaut “Iceberg” Friese, grounded from the mission because of a broken foot, is determined to slip through the swamps and rocket facilities around Cape Canaveral and pull the plug on the terrorists. With their years of experience in the field, Anderson and Beason have packed Ignition with insider information to create an extremely plausible, action-packed thriller.
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Authors’ Note

While we have done extensive research on NASA, the Kennedy Space Center, the Johnson Space Center, the European Space Agency’s Ariane program, and other topics for this book, many specific details have been intentionally changed. The locations of certain buildings and facilities—particularly the Vehicle Assembly Building and the Launch Control Center—have been moved, and some NASA Security procedures have been altered in order to preserve the integrity of these national assets.


Prologue

Arianespace Launch Center
Kourou, French Guiana

The thick humidity was a magnifying glass, amplifying the sun’s heat in the coastal jungles of French Guiana. Just north of the small town of Kourou, security patrols locked gates and inspected chain-link fences in preparation for the launch of an Ariane 44L rocket, flagship of the European Space Agency.

On roads freshly bulldozed through the South American jungle, khaki-uniformed guards patrolled the swampy lowlands of the Guiana Space Center. One guard stopped to light a cigarette. Though armed, the guards were complacent—unaware of the sabotage team deep in the complex.

The Ariane countdown continued.

Mr. Phillips sat on the springy seat of his camouflaged jeep and raised binoculars to his eyes, carefully adjusting the focus. He wore an immaculate white suit and tie, despite the jungle heat. His movements were spare and meticulous, as if he planned each step down to the bending of a finger joint. He studied the towering launch vehicle on ELA-2, the pad for all Ariane 4 rockets.

Impressive construction, he thought. Very impressive. Mr. Phillips pressed a snow white handkerchief to his forehead to absorb the perspiration that glistened there, and tucked a strand of his dark hair back into place. If he didn’t pay attention to the small details, then the larger ones would defeat him.

The heat was oppressive, unlike the cool dampness in Connecticut where he’d spent much of his first life. He buried the momentary discomfort, moving past it as he had with so many other obstacles before.

Beside him in the Jeep, an eager young man with sunburned skin and a mop of coppery hair swatted an insect. “Damn bugs,” he said, then slapped the same spot on his arm again and again, though the insect was most certainly dead. “After this humidity, Florida’s going to seem like paradise. Definitely.”

Mr. Phillips gave him a wry smile. “One mission at a time, Rusty. Please stop your fidgeting—you’re ruining my focus.” Even Florida had miserable humidity, but again, the discomfort would only be temporary.

He studied the rocket’s contours as if it were a desirable woman. A tall spire with a bulbous rounded head, the unmanned 44L resembled a shining white lance with four smaller rockets strapped around its base.

Unfortunately, this particular rocket wouldn’t make it to orbit, not today—not ever.

In front of him, leaning against the hood of the camouflaged Jeep, stood Jacques, his hair so blond he looked almost albino, though his skin had achieved a golden tan. In one hand he held the detonator, a box no bigger than a pack of cigarettes. Jacques had always been good with explosives.

Mr. Phillips pulled out his pocketwatch and studied the hour. Patience, he told himself. He straightened his tie, then reached into his pocket for a breath mint.

Mr. Phillips heard a rustling sound from the left and glanced up to see a khaki-clad security guard trudging out of the jungle from one of the narrow access roads. The guard, whose bronzed skin and long black hair showed his Amerindian descent, held his rifle loosely; mirrored sunglasses hid his eyes.

Taken completely by surprise, the guard stopped, as he saw the short, formally dressed man sitting with his companions in a Jeep. Mr. Phillips’s mouth drew tight at the guard’s utterly dumbfounded expression.

The guard brought up his rifle and swept it around. “Halte! Ques-ce que vous faites-la? Je vais vous arrete!” he barked in French. The entire restricted area had supposedly been swept clean of bystanders.

Mr. Phillips turned away from the intruder in annoyance. It had been hard enough slipping inside the secure area—first the bribe, then the unpleasant disposal of the official who had given them entrance. He disliked this additional inconvenience … but Mr. Phillips had allowed for such contingencies in his planning.

Jacques tucked the detonator into his pocket. Pretending to surrender, he lifted his hands above his head and translated. “He wants to know what we’re doing here, Monsieur Phillips. His accent is very bad. He is placing us under arrest.”

Mr. Phillips raised his eyebrows. “Oh, he is?”

Silent as a cobra, fluid as a deer, a lithe blond woman slipped out of the underbrush behind the guard. From her waistband she slipped out a thin stiletto so sharp and pointed it might have been an icepick.

She moved without hesitation, crossing the ten meters without a sound. The guard stopped, as if he suddenly heard something—then the woman struck, jamming the stiletto into the base of his back. Without a word, she rammed it up his spinal column all the way to the hilt, as if trying to dig crab meat out of a shell.

The guard twitched and jiggled like a pithed frog. His fingers slipped from the trigger guard, and he dropped his rifle. The muscular blond woman jerked her wrist, and the stiletto slipped back out with a wet pop. The guard fell to the muddy ground as if unplugged.

“Thank you, Yvette,” Mr. Phillips said. “Your timing, as usual, is impeccable.” Nonchalant, she wiped the blood from her blade on the wide, glossy leaf of a rubber plant and glided the stiletto back into her belt.

Rusty paid no attention to the encounter, still staring toward the white rocket on the launchpad. “We should’ve just had Mory use one of his Stinger missiles, like we did in China. We could be back on the beach by now, having a swim. Definitely.” He gave a short, high laugh.

Mr. Phillips spoke to him like a patient father. Unlike the other members of the team, Rusty was not a professional, and Mr. Phillips had to cut him some slack. “Different goals, Rusty. We proved in China that we can slip into a highly restricted area. Here, we must demonstrate that we can plant an explosive surreptitiously and detonate it at our convenience.”

“But why not blow it up now, while the rocket’s still on the pad? Why wait until it launches?” Rusty swatted at another bug.

Mr. Phillips shook his head. “By waiting, we control the situation. Much greater impact … much more exhilarating.”

“Yeah, sure,” Rusty said, obviously not understanding the nuances—but then, the redhead wasn’t paid to think. “I just want to hear the kaboom.”

As blond as Jacques, Yvette strode on her long legs over to meet him by the Jeep. Two sets of water-blue eyes, the color of ice melting in the heat, locked together. The pair spoke quietly in French; Yvette ran a hand up and down Jacques’s arm. They then kissed each other long and hard, oblivious to the rest of the team. Breathing quickly, their mouths opened as they deepened the kiss with lingering tongues. Jacques let his fingers drift in a tightening circle around the swell of her right breast.

Mr. Phillips clapped his hands. “Time enough for that later!”

The two broke apart, glazed with perspiration and breathing shallowly.

“Let’s keep an eye on the clocks, everybody,” Mr. Phillips said. “Less than a minute to go.”

The Toucan VIP Observation Site at the Kourou launch facility was designed to accommodate important dignitaries, but Colonel Adam “Iceberg” Friese didn’t see it as anything more than a set of bleachers shaded by a canvas awning. Dust, humidity, and glaring sun made sitting on the aluminum bleachers almost unbearable.

It didn’t matter to him, though—he had been through far greater hardships as an astronaut. Now, he was more interested in seeing the spectacular launch of the Ariane 44L.

But what made him far more uncomfortable than the heat or the rustic conditions was the petite woman sitting next to him—a powerhouse inside a pretty, trim exterior. Her short brown-gold hair, though tinged with perspiration in the thick humidity, was still styled just-so, her makeup perfect. In his memories of her, she rarely wore makeup. Now she looked every bit the administrator, working her way up the professional ladder.

“At least you’re managing to keep a smile on your face, Iceberg,” Nicole Hunter said quietly out of the corner of her mouth.

“I’m here representing my fellow astronauts,” he answered, his voice cold. Like an iceberg. She herself had been one of those astronauts, and a Naval aviator, to boot—until her recent change of heart. “It’s my obligation as a professional.”

“Yeah, we’re both such professionals.” She wore a colorful but conservative cotton blouse and skirt, panty hose that must have been hot as hell in the tropics—with earrings and a delicate gold necklace, for God’s sake.

In the years he had known her, even in their most intimate moments, Iceberg had never thought of buying her jewelry. That had never been “Panther’s” style.

No, he pictured her in sweats, jogging with him for their morning workout … or dressed in an astronaut jumpsuit in the simulators at Johnson Space Center, her dark eyes squinting at the controls, mechanically reacting as problem after problem was tossed at her in the sims. She and Iceberg had been the best: part of a team, confident of being selected for a shuttle mission … soon. It had been enough of a shock when she had resigned her Navy commission to become a civilian astronaut.

But then Nicole had changed her mind and gone “VFR direct”—visual flight rules—into NASA management, returning from a six-month special MBA program, and at Harvard, of all places! A new golden girl on a fast track to become Launch Director for an upcoming flight. And Iceberg had been picked to command the shuttle crew without her.

A staticky announcement in garbled French came over bullhorns mounted on towers near the bleachers. Iceberg couldn’t understand a word of it, but he could watch the blinking numbers of the countdown clock as well as anyone. Not long now.

He fidgeted on the uncomfortable bleacher, sweating in his suit, but vowing not to let it show. At least he wasn’t in his Air Force uniform; that would have been even hotter. And if Nicole could manage to look nice under these circumstances, he could do the same.

He ached when he looked at her, though he usually masked his deeper feelings. He just couldn’t understand her copping out to join the desk jockeys instead of hanging in there, doing the real work for the real glory. Of course, neither of them had ever been very good at compromising. It wasn’t in the blood.

From the Toucan Observation Site, Iceberg could make out launchpad ELA-2. The Ariane rocket stood beside an enclosed gantry, a rectangular wafer shimmering in the heat. The facilities displayed the European Space Agency’s logo, a blue circle design with bold lower-case letters, esa.

In the nearby seats, well-dressed guests waited, shading their eyes and staring east into the morning sun. Some were local politicians, others celebrities, and most looked bored in the sticky equatorial heat.

In the mountains above the coastal lowlands, the locals had set up encampments, bringing fruit and picnic lunches to watch the launch. Iceberg had heard it was a common pastime around the Guiana Space Center.

The clock ticked down. Tension built in the air. On the bleachers, observers squirmed as if they could somehow improve their view.

“Sure wish something would happen,” Iceberg muttered.

“Patience has never been one of your strong points,” Nicole said.

*    *    *

The walkie-talkie at Mr. Phillips’s waist crackled. He grabbed it in annoyance; the entire team had been instructed to observe strict radio silence, despite the encryption routines the team had developed.

Mory’s voice burst out, distorted from the descrambling routines. “We’re blown, Mr. Phillips!” he said. “Some guard spotted me and Cueball. He tore out of here in his Jeep before we could kill him. I don’t know if he’s radioed for help yet.”

“Bother,” Mr. Phillips said. “Less than thirty seconds to go.” A momentary inconvenience.

Another voice came over the radio, laced with an Australian accent. “Duncan here, Mr. Phillips. Not to worry—I got him. He’s about to drive over the … dotted … line.”

Muffled by the jungle underbrush, a small landmine exploded with a crrump.

Mr. Phillips squeezed the “talk” button. “Excellent work, Duncan.” The other man acknowledged the compliment with two quick clicks on the speaker.

“Ten seconds left. I hope they don’t go into a launch hold.” He turned toward Jacques, who stood caressing the detonator box, Yvette beside him. “Be prepared to detonate if the countdown stops. Otherwise, let’s sit back and enjoy the show.”

In front of him, a pair of sapphire blue butterflies flitted, oblivious to the monumental event about to take place. The air was as tense as a held breath.

On launchpad ELA-2, the countdown reached zero.

Ignition.

Four Viking 5 first-stage core engines lit off simultaneously in the center of the Ariane 44L; at the same time, four additional strap-on Viking 6 booster rockets fired. Flames and white exhaust belched in a great fan across the launchpad. Clouds of smoke rolled away from the concrete apron, enveloping the rocket.

Finally, loud alarms began to blare far from the launch site, faded by distance and overwhelmed by the blast-off roar. Mr. Phillips heard a warbling siren, but the Guiana Space Center was so large he and his team would have plenty of time.

The white lance of the unmanned 44L rose into the air on a pillar of fire, clearing the top of its umbilical tower and heaving itself above its own toxic exhaust.

Jacques turned toward him, the detonator box in one hand. “Now, Monsieur Phillips?” Yvette clung to his muscular arm.

Mr. Phillips continued to watch the marvelous rocket, astonished by the technological achievement, the sheer power of the engines. An inverted roman candle, suspended by a glowing ball of white-hot plasma. “Exhilarating,” he said.

The rocket climbed higher and higher, picking up speed as it struggled against the chains of gravity.

“Now, Monsieur Phillips?” Jacques asked again, anxious.

“Yes,” Mr. Phillips whispered. “Now.”

Jacques punched the button to trigger the explosives concealed behind one of the Viking 5 core engines.

As it rose, still gaining speed, the Ariane 44L blossomed into a fireball, followed several seconds later by a thunderclap that bowed the mangroves and jungle underbrush.

With complex emotions Mr. Phillips watched the expanding cloud of debris and smoldering exhaust. A shame to destroy such an engineering marvel.

He stared transfixed for just a few minutes, then shook himself. “A perfect performance. I congratulate you all.” He clapped his well-manicured hands. “Quickly now, call the team to the rendezvous point before we’re discovered.” He drew a deep ecstatic sigh. “So much for practice. Now we start planning for the main event.”

*    *    *

Iceberg bolted to his feet, trying to determine what had just happened. An accident—or something else? He had heard the faint alarms just before launch.

Unable to understand the overlapping French announcements blaring over the public address system, he squinted into the hazy sunlight. Flames and smoke roiled up from the distant explosion. Images of the Challenger disaster raced through his mind.…

The crowd on the VIP bleachers moved about in an uproar. Emergency Jeeps and vehicles tore through the jungle along muddy access roads to penetrate the restricted area.

Iceberg squeezed his hand into a fist. Every instinct, all his training, told him to respond to the crisis. Astronauts were taught to do something, not just sit and let the world pass them by. But he was forced to remain where he was, a mere observer relying on the capabilities of others. The frustration of being reined in, not being able to react, simmered inside him, but he ordered himself to cool down.

This wasn’t his show, his mission, or his space program.

He didn’t turn to Nicole as he spoke, trying, unsuccessfully, to keep his sarcasm under control. “Now that you’re a hot-shot manager, Panther, I suppose you’d never allow something like this to happen on your watch.” He opened and closed his fist.

Nicole shook her head, staring fixedly in the direction of the explosion. “Damn straight,” she said.


Chapter One

Kennedy Space Center

Six Months Later

Zero-dark-early—three a.m. on a launch morning, and the Kennedy Space Center was as busy as Times Square on New Year’s Eve. Passing checkpoints, a steady stream of traffic crawled along the access roads—Kennedy Parkway, Phillips Parkway, NASA Parkway—the chain of headlights glittering like a sinuous caterpillar.

Away from the traffic, past the badge gates and barricades that blocked off the restricted area from all but authorized personnel, a beat-up old Pontiac Firebird pulled onto the scrubby grass beside the road, leaving tire tracks next to the many others there. From here, the guard shack was within easy hobbling distance.

“Thanks for the ride, kid.”

“Sure, Iceberg. Be careful out there—don’t break anything else.”

Iceberg grunted as he swung his leg out of his little brother’s car, moving far too slowly for someone who, up until a few weeks ago, had been in peak physical condition. The damned cast slowed him down as much as a ball and chain, covering his foot, his ankle—nearly up to his knee. And all for just a couple of broken bones, little ones at that. You’d think he was an old lady with arthritis, rather than NASA’s hottest astronaut.

Ex-hottest astronaut, Iceberg thought sourly.

He gazed at the illuminated space shuttle on the nearest launchpad, three miles away. Atlantis. Under a brilliant glare of spotlights, white vapors vented from the shuttle’s liquid oxygen and liquid hydrogen tanks. The launch gantry, the massive concrete flame buckets, and the rest of Launch Complex 39A looked surreal in the darkness three hours before dawn.

Only two days earlier another shuttle, Endeavor, had been rolled onto the second launchpad, 39B—but that was for another mission. Somebody else’s mission, so it didn’t matter to him.

The shuttle crew—Iceberg’s crew—would be suiting up, getting ready, eating their mission breakfast … the people he’d trained with for the past year, led, cajoled, prodded, and pushed into preparing for this launch. They were the world’s slickest mission specialists. Now they would have to make do without the world’s slickest mission commander.

His brother, Amos, pushed his heavy-rimmed round glasses up on his nose and leaned over from the drivers seat. “Birth control” glasses the astronauts called them, because no girl would be caught dead within a hundred feet of someone wearing the old-style spectacles. But then, Amos spent more time staring into video monitors than looking in mirrors. He leaned over from the driver’s seat.

“Just try not to get me in any trouble, Iceberg,” Amos said as a NASA security helicopter flew low over the road, drowning out his words. Wearing a goofy smile, he waited for the noise from the helicopter to abate. He removed one hand from the steering wheel and smeared down his mussed, dark hair, though he didn’t manage to knock a single strand back into place.

“I wouldn’t risk you, kid—I’ll just get myself in trouble.”

Officially, Iceberg was supposed to be at home, resting. Fat chance. Iceberg had called Amos, the one person he could absolutely count on not to spill the beans.

A half dozen NASA choppers patrolled the launch area, hooking out over the ocean to deter curious maritime onlookers who bobbed on their crafts in the Atlantic. High overhead, an Air Force C-130 special operations plane flew in a tight racetrack pattern around the launch area, scanning for trespassers with sophisticated forward-looking infrared sensors. Somewhere out in the jungle surrounding the Launch Complex were security forces, but they could be miles away.

“Come to the Space Society meeting next week?” Amos said hopefully. “You could give your assessment of how the mission went. Besides, you owe me big-time for this.”

“If that’s the price I have to pay,” Iceberg said. His thin lips formed his quirky smile that turned up first the left corner of his mouth, then the right.

“That’s great!” His little brother sometimes reminded him of a puppy, wanting nothing more than to be loved.

Leaning into the front seat, Iceberg rummaged through his daypack. The tiny Walkman TV and his snack seemed surprisingly heavy. He’d rather have brought a small two-way radio to communicate with his crew, but that would have given NASA some extreme heartburn.

“See you after the launch, kid. And say hi to Cecelia for me. She’s on shift with you this morning, isn’t she? No hanky panky.”

Amos flushed crimson with embarrassment. “Some of us have duties to perform on launch day.” He pushed his glasses back up his nose.

“Sure wish I did.” Iceberg pulled the daypack out of the car and swung it over his shoulder. He wore a light cotton shirt and shorts in neutral colors for hiding in the underbrush. The temperature would rise quickly after dawn. Right now, the air felt cool on his bare, muscular thighs, but the supposedly lightweight fiberglass cast on his lower leg was going to get awfully hot before long. He had covered it with a moisture-proof “moon boot” as a precaution against the rough terrain he might have to cover. At least he could walk on it.

Shutting the door of the Pontiac behind him, he started hobbling toward the gate. The old car roared forward and stopped briefly at the guard shack before being waved into the launch area. In less than a mile Amos would turn off to the communications relay bunker nestled within the restricted launch area. The kid’s job was about as essential as tits on a bull, but NASA procedures dictated that two warm bodies had to be present to oversee the video relay during each manned launch, even though everything was completely automatic.

A sign on a post read RESTRICTED LAUNCH AREA—KEEP OUT! Iceberg made his way carefully to the guard shack. Light from inside spilled to the ground through an open door. A three-wheeled all-terrain vehicle was parked next to the small structure. All around Iceberg, the swamp insects and frogs made a din as loud as a rock concert.

The guard would be busy this morning, after letting so many people through, checking so many extra badges. One might think the guards were more alert during the intense launch-day preparations—but Iceberg knew to worry most during the slow times, when guards were bored and apt to imagine terrorists in every bush.

As Iceberg approached, keeping to the side of the road, a uniformed man stepped out of the shack. The guard was nearly as tall as the door, thick waisted, and sporting a bushy salt-and-pepper mustache. The outside light from the shack shone down on him. He put a hand on his hip holster as Iceberg’s shadowy figure approached, drowned out by the lights.

“Keep where I can see you,” the guard said.

Iceberg laughed and continued toward the guard shack. “Stay frosty, Salvatore, you old goat. Do they even give you any bullets for that gun?”

The guard relaxed, then called out with a thick Hispanic accent. “Iceberg! What are you doing way out here? You should have the best seat in the house on today of all days.”

“The best seat is in the shuttle cockpit, Salvatore—and they don’t let you fly with a broken foot.” He scratched his dark brown hair, which he kept cut short to minimize the hassle when wearing various helmets.

Salvatore chuckled and fingered his chin. “No, I mean in the VIP area, with the rest of the important people at Launch Control.”

Iceberg snorted. “That’s my crew out there, and no way in hell am I going to watch this launch with a bunch of non-flying bureaucrats! You don’t see any real astronauts inside those air-conditioned rooms.” He could imagine all the TV cameras, the questions he’d have to field, the journalists with tape recorders urging him to tell the “sad story” of how he had missed his chance to command the mission through a clumsy accident. The reporters would spend more time looking at him than watching the launch. A great “angle” for their stories.

Salvatore lifted his eyebrows. “I didn’t know you thought your Panther was a bureaucrat. This would be a good chance for you to see her.”

“Shows you how long you’ve been alone in this shack, old man,” said Iceberg. “These days she’d rather tear me apart than let me get close to her. Anyway, she goes by Nicole now, not Panther.” Eight months out of the corps and she had become a true paper pusher, one hundred percent. The ice queen is in her element now. She’d keep herself so busy with all the dignitaries at the VIP viewing area, she wouldn’t even notice he was missing.

Salvatore motioned him into the cramped shack. “So you’ll keep me company? I feel honored. Not many people come up the east road through Canaveral.” He shook his head. “I’m glad I am not guarding the tourist gate today—what a mess!”

Iceberg grunted as he limped through the door. Salvatore had done the tiny security hut justice, transforming it into a comfortable place in which to sit and keep watch. Blue-and-white checkered curtains covered the windows; a cable TV tuned to NASA Select showed a close-up view of Atlantis; four monitors with a video feed from Amos’s relay bunker lined one wall.

Salvatore had pinned two rows of shuttle crew patches over the door, his collection commemorating the numerous missions he had worked. The old guard had been here as long as Iceberg could remember; he was as much an icon as the old Redstone launchpads, now abandoned in place, rusted and overgrown with the Florida jungle.

“I appreciate the hospitality, old friend, but I’d rather be alone for this shot,” Iceberg said. He set his daypack on the narrow counter next to the black telephone, rummaging among the items there. “I’m going to go deeper inside the site. I’ll get a mile or so from the pad, find a comfortable spot.”

He finally found what he was looking for. He pulled out a hand-sized patch with the embroidered picture of an eagle and bear reaching toward the stars. “You need one of these for your collection. It’s one of the original crew patches, still has my name on it—only six in existence, far as I know.”

Placing his coffee on the desk, Salvatore reached for the patch. He squinted, then grinned like a kid who had just found a rare baseball card as he spotted the names FRIESE, GREEN, BURNS embroidered at the top. “This is even more of a collector’s item!”

Iceberg smiled back wearily. “Up until a week ago, they planned to make thousands of those. But now, my friend, you have one of the only such patches ever made. The rest have Dr. Marc Franklin’s name on them.”

The sound of NASA security helicopters droned in the background, scanning the grounds with infrared seekers; before long, the sun would rise and play havoc with the IR spotting scopes. High clouds over the launch area were tinged with pink like cotton candy; in the east the ocean glowed a dull red at the horizon.

Iceberg struggled to his feet and shouldered the pack. “Got to get going.”

Salvatore sipped his coffee, still admiring the rare mission patch. He nodded to the array of security TV monitors. “Be careful of my sensors. I’d rather you didn’t trip an alarm and get me fired!”

“Don’t worry.” Iceberg laughed. “I know how to get around this place with my eyes closed.”

“It’s not just the sensors,” Salvatore called after him. “Watch out for the alligators and wild pigs and snakes—they can creep up on you when you’re off the road.”

“They won’t want to mess with me.” Turning toward the shuttle, Iceberg saw the jungle spread out before him, dense and difficult to cross. He struck out toward the waiting behemoth, dazzling in the spotlights. Soon, the Atlantis crew would be taking their places, ready for launch. His crew.

Without him.


Chapter Two

Launchpad 39A

Jacques felt sweat cling to his white “bunny suit” as he rode the elevator up the giant Fixed Support Structure on the launchpad. The humid Florida air remained cool before dawn, much more pleasant than the equatorial jungles of French Guiana. But still he felt as if he were in a pressure cooker.

He worked well under pressure.

Two other NASA technicians—real ones—shared the open-framework elevator with him, talking to each other with glory-days stories of previous launches. Jacques kept his white-blond head down, pretending to study a technical brief he had kept folded in one of the pockets of his bunny suit. His modified toolkit sat at his feet on the metal-grid floor.

He had been practicing this infiltration for the past two weeks, accustoming himself to the routine, doing dry runs. His badge and access codes were up to date, and with nearly a thousand technicians working on Atlantis during the frenzy of launch preparations, he knew he could slip through, so long as he didn’t do anything to draw attention to himself. Security might look tighter, but the chaos and distractions of such a busy time actually made infiltration easier.

The elevator bumped to a stop at Level 195, the crew entry. As the door opened, Jacques saw three technicians standing next to the elevator power box. He stiffened, not expecting anyone there, but he quickly realized they must be waiting for the astronauts to arrive. As the techs inside the elevator cage shuffled off, one turned and gave Jacques a thumbs up, jerking his head toward the topmost levels of the external tank. “Good luck up there.”

“Same to you,” Jacques said stiffly, trying to smother his French accent. People might remember it.

He relaxed as the elevator rattled shut again. With a whirring sound, the lift continued up to the gaseous oxygen vent access arm. He placed his foot against the tool kit, guarding the ten-kilogram surprise inside.

In many ways this was much easier than sneaking into the Ariane launch facility. Even though NASA had over fourteen thousand contractors working on the shuttle program, the Americans were so confident they rotated people in and out of the launch team a thousand at a time—too many faces for the security people to check personally, forcing them to rely on sophisticated video monitoring systems and badges.

He smiled at the thought of silky Yvette and her own part of the task; Yvette should just now be entering the TV relay bunker, and soon the surveillance cameras would no longer be a problem.

Clockwork. Mr. Phillips’s plans always went along like clockwork.

The clanking elevator slowed to a stop much higher on the gantry. The metal frame doors creaked open, and Jacques looked out with an unobstructed view of the Kennedy Space Center from hundreds of feet above the huge, burn-streaked concrete pad. In the predawn darkness, the area spangled like a Christmas tree, blazing lights all across the swamps in chains of light.

Some distance north, at Launchpad 39B, another shuttle stood at another gantry, and even more distant stood the towering gantries for Titan rockets. America’s Spaceport, Jacques said to himself. It would never be the same, after today.

Bathed in white glare from the spotlights, the gaseous oxygen access arm was a pathway two meters wide and extending in front of him to the top of the shuttle’s rust-orange external tank. The spacecraft was already a giant bomb, filled with explosives. It needed only a small spark to set it off.

Jacques picked up his toolkit, stepped out onto the walkway, and glanced around, blinking in the glare. A lone technician worked at the end of the access arm, monitoring the flow of oxygen topping off the tank. A steel-runged ladder led from the access arm to a bank of open metal storage bins just below. A videocamera monitoring the tank and the attached equipment watched from the end of the arm, pointing in the other direction; he saw no other cameras around.

Good. Then they were alone.

Jacques pulled on his respirator hood, as required to prevent workers from being overcome by fumes. He zipped it shut, then covered the zipper with a Velcro flap. NASA people were so concerned about safety. He turned on the oxygen flow and took measured breaths—timing was critical. Clockwork.

He waved a gloved hand at the technician at the end of the access arm until he got the man’s attention. His voice sounded muffled inside the loose white hood, keeping his accent from being noticeable. “Excuse me, could you come here a minute? I’ve got a problem.”

The tech twisted a safety valve and strode down the access arm toward Jacques, boots clomping. He glanced left and right behind his own respirator faceplate to see Jacques’s badge as he approached. “Hey, you don’t have access for this level. What are you doing up here?” The tech frowned.

Jacques motioned toward the storage bins below, out of range of the stationary videocamera. “A problem came up. I need your help.”

“What problem?” The tech leaned over.

Jacques quickly wrapped his forearm around the man’s hooded neck and jerked as hard as he could. He heard a muffled snap, and the technician grew slack. “My mistake, mon ami,” Jacques said to himself. “The problem is taken care of.”

*    *    *

Next step.

Two hundred and twenty-seven feet above the launchpad—the top of the skyscraper—the long truss of the gaseous oxygen vent arm ended in a “beanie cap” at the tip of the external tank. Warm gaseous nitrogen was pumped into the beanie cap to prevent chilled oxygen vapor from condensing ice out of the damp Florida air, where it might collect on the shuttle and cause damage during launch.

Unrecognizable in his bunny suit, Jacques lingered at the top of the vent hood, casually bracing himself against a guard rail. In full view of the diagnostic cameras, he went through the motions of inspecting for clumps of ice.

Periodically stooping for better access, Jacques moved out of view of the cameras and reached inside his toolkit. He withdrew a plastic-cased box containing the explosives and the RF receiver wired to the detonator. Everything had been painted the same rust-red as the foam on the external tank. He removed the adhesive strips and pressed the device into the thick insulation of the tank, securing it in place.

The vent arm was the highest swing arm of three attached to the Fixed Service Structure. One minute and forty five seconds before launch, the vent arm would raise from the top of the rust-red tank and retract.

It would make the bomb totally inaccessible. And once the explosive detonated, the fuel reservoirs in the shuttle’s external tank and solid rocket boosters would take care of the rest.

Satisfied that all was well, Jacques moved back down the access arm to the elevator cage. He glanced behind him at the storage locker down one level. From this vantage, Jacques could barely tell it held a corpse.

The tech’s body would be cremated by the intense heat—either during the launch or the ensuing explosion of Atlantis, whichever came first.

He reached into his pocket and squeezed a thin transmitter, sending a microsecond-long, encrypted radio signal to Mr. Phillips. Next step completed.


Chapter Three

Launch Control Center

If the adrenaline rush wasn’t so thrilling, Nicole Hunter would never have put up with the hellish chaos of running the Launch Control Center. But she was in total control, and she loved it, like the conductor of an orchestra, not just a musician.

The space shuttle Atlantis sat on Launchpad 39A, three miles away under brilliant spotlights, its countdown proceeding smoothly. Outside, the low swampland and thick foliage made the Kennedy Space Center seem quiet and peaceful. Dawn was just about to break.

But here in the LCC, Nicole had a hundred problems to take care of, a thousand details to watch, and a million glitches just waiting to stall the countdown. In other words, a typical mission—though her first as actual Launch Director. In the public spotlight.

The secure firing floor housed a hundred highly trained men and women at seemingly identical computer stations. Each station had a beige telephone, printer, dual CRT monitor screens, and a bank of indicator lights.

The place was a vastly scaled-down version of the old Launch Control during the Apollo moonshots. The reduced number of stations was partly due to superior technology and computer automation—that was the optimistic story she told the reporters, smiling with subtle lipstick. The primary reason for the shrinkage, though, was due to years of drastic budgetary cuts.

Nicole hated the word downsizing, but she’d had to learn a whole new language when she’d gone into management. Even as an astronaut she’d been taught to speak in carefully phrased sentences when dealing with the media, but upon moving into administration she’d learned how much more meticulous she had to be just to survive.

Nicole placed her hands on her slender hips and self-consciously brushed a strand of gold-brown hair back in place. Her job had never before demanded that she remain so aware of her appearance, makeup, hair, wardrobe. She’d had little respect for the NASA public relation handlers when she was an astronaut, and even less as a Naval aviator; but she wasn’t running through training courses now, or making PR appearances at schools or pressing the flesh at shopping malls during community service events. The TV cameras were on and she had to look in control, as well as tend to her real duties on the firing floor.

Now she strode through the clusters of computer workstations, a general inspecting her troops. Clad in a white silk blouse and a rayon suit, navy jacket, and snug slacks, she felt duly presentable for the cameras. Nothing flashy, but professional, a step up from the hot-dog test pilots and cocky astronauts. She lived in emotional whitewater, and she rode it like an expert.

Though was compact and petite, she was not a delicate flower but a dynamo—as she’d had to be to survive the rigors of astronaut training and to keep up with Iceberg. No one on the firing floor seemed intimidated by her presence, not that Nicole expected them to be.

She glanced up at the glassed-in VIP viewing area half a floor up, where a dozen or so special visitors and their guests watched the LCC activities, awaiting the launch. Though it was Nicole’s job to treat each distinguished guest with respect, not all observers were particularly welcome.

With his back turned to the frenzied activities and computer checks as if they were irrelevant, Senator Charles Boorman lectured to the news cameramen he had brought onto the observation deck, choosing his words carefully to make certain he didn’t end up misquoted. Being too far from the cameras seemed to make him uneasy.

Nicole fumed—normally it was against NASA policy to bring the media here, but the senator didn’t think rules applied to him. “Surely, you don’t have anything to hide?” he had asked with a tight smile, but with a look that she knew was dead serious. And so the Launch Control Center had scrambled to make facilities available to accommodate Boorman’s paparazzi.

Boorman did not choose to sit outside in the bleachers over at the Banana Creek VIP viewing site—similar to the facilities where she and Iceberg had watched the disastrous Ariane launch down in French Guiana—nor did he accept one of the special roped-off areas on the NASA Causeway that looked east toward the pads. She suspected that Boorman wanted to schmooze at the LCC, complete with air conditioning and hot coffee. He was not a vocal enemy of the space program. He simply afforded it no interest whatsoever, remaining firmly in the “let’s solve all the problems on Earth before we look to the stars” camp of pipe dreamers. But his duties had brought him here for the Atlantis launch.

Nicole pulled her lips tight, watching the man’s gaunt face lit like a revivalist preacher’s. He waved his big hands at the end of long arms, and she thought he might be speaking on the perceived faults of the new treaty before his Senate committee, which required his recommendation before it could be ratified. Boorman had often expressed his doubts about continued joint ventures with the Russian space program, afraid that this treaty could open up a black hole of funding forever. He was much more interested in keeping the projects in this country, and in his own state.

The senator offered his opinions, well aware of the fact that here of all places, on launch day, his views about the space program were not welcome. But he was getting the attention, just as he wanted. And Nicole had to be nice … at least to his face. She had learned that during her intensive grooming for the Launch Director’s slot.

She turned to the EE COM station tech and gestured with her chin toward the observation deck. “So what’s the ‘distinguished gentleman’ talking about now?”

The tech tapped his earphone, staring distantly at the acoustic tiles in the ceiling as if he had been listening in all along. “Same old, same old.” He reached into a cubby hole next to his monitor and pulled out a roll of toilet paper—NASA Kleenex—and ripped off a wad of sheets to wipe the dust clinging to the static on his monitor.

Up in the VIP booth, the senator turned to look toward Nicole, seeming to stare directly through her. The TV news cameras followed. Nicole put on a dazzling smile and waved back at the reporters. She hoped the cameras got that.

The big countdown clock blinked as each number reeled down. Phones rang repeatedly—stations reporting in, checklists being verified. Another phone jangled nearby; the Range Safety technician picked it up, then began punching numbers into her computer monitor.

“Ms. Hunter,” Ground Control called, holding up a beige phone, “got a report for you from the video relay bunker.”

“I’ll take it here.” Nicole went to the nearest station and picked up the phone, punching in the line.

“Hi, Ms. Hunter. This is Amos Friese down at the relay bunker, Iceberg’s brother.”

“Stow that, Amos. I know who you are!” She laughed in spite of her reluctance to think about Iceberg. Amos had always been quiet and shy, overwhelmed by the shadow of his brother. The shy kid had tagged along on enough barbecues and launch team parties that he should have felt more comfortable talking to her. “What’s your report?”

Amos said in a nervous voice, “Have you received word from my backup Cecelia? Cecelia Hawkins? She was due here before me, but the blockhouse was empty when I got in. Air conditioning’s turned up, though.”

Great, thought Nicole, groaning inwardly at yet another snafu. Scrub the launch because of a missing tech. She kept her voice soft and calm, knowing how easily Amos could get nervous. “What’s her criticality code?”

“Uh, she’s Level Two.”

Nicole felt relieved. That meant the person was there as backup for an automated system. “You saw the launch-day traffic coming in, Amos. She might be stuck in a jam. We’ve still got plenty of time in the countdown. Don’t sweat it.”

“Not to worry, ma’am,” Amos said, as if gathering courage. “Worst-case scenario, I can handle this whole setup by myself. You can count on me.”

“Thanks for checking in,” Nicole said reassuringly, then hung up the phone and turned to look for the next item that demanded her attention. She felt uncomfortably warm in her suit, glad of the LCC air conditioning. Outside it would be far worse as the sun rose.

Months, even years, of preparation had gone into this morning’s event. Every launch had its share of complications, and joys, but this flight had been a particular political hot potato. The Russian Mir space station, the new backbone of the International Space Station—if it ever got off the ground before they redesigned it for the fiftieth time—depended on the U.S. space shuttle for regular resupply missions, and this time nearly half the crew consisted of Russian nationals. The Belorussian cosmonaut Alexandra Koslovsky, who had trained at Star City outside Moscow and at the Baikonur Cosmodrome, was scheduled to perform a space walk in an American Manned Maneuvering Unit.

It was particularly important that Amos had all his videocameras up and functional with feeds piped into the LCC to record every aspect of the launch. It would make great publicity footage for next year’s funding presentations.

Overlapping conversations became a droning buzz inside the center, growing louder as the countdown progressed and sequence after sequence was completed: CAPCOM, EGIL, DPS, INCO, MOD, and a dozen other Scrabble-nightmare acronyms.

“Open loop test with the Eastern Range checks out.”

“Orbital maneuvering system engines read optimal.”

“Conducting gimbal profile checks, all A-OK.”

Nicole felt like a shuttlecock in a badminton match—but it was her job to answer every detail as it came up. She was the captain of the ship, and everyone looked to her.

She fingered her gold necklace, the tiny charm pendant her father had given her—an old-fashioned key. “The key to the future,” he had told her solemnly. “Follow your dreams, and it’ll unlock all the doors you need.”

She had followed her true desires, first resigning her Naval commission, then changing course to go into Launch Control and the many NASA political duties she found so engaging. She could have been an average astronaut, or an excellent space program administrator. She had chosen excellence over mediocrity. Unfortunately, that little gold key hadn’t been enough to unlock Iceberg’s mind about her decision—for him, any career other than being an astronaut was a waste of time.

“Excuse me, Ms. Hunter,” another technician called. “The roadblock vehicles are prepared and the guards are ready to stop traffic. The Crew Transfer Vehicle is in front of the Operations and Checkout Building, and the astronauts have finished suiting up. They’re ready to board for the CTV for the launchpad.”

“Good,” Nicole said, snapping back her duties. “Have they made their press statements yet?”

“Yeah, they read the cue cards,” the technician said. “They’ve all departed the ready-room. Oh, wait.” She touched her earphones. “Lieutenant Commander Green wants to speak to you before we hand him over to CAPCOM.” Johnson Space Center in Houston, CAPCOM, controlled all communications with the astronauts once they boarded the shuttle.

“Put him on.” A video feed from one of the private NASA cameras appeared on the television monitor in front of her. The technician slid her rolling chair aside to give Nicole room to talk.

“Howdy, Panther,” Lieutenant Commander Vick Green said. His face was a smooth chocolate brown, his eyes large, his cheekbones high, giving him a look of deep intelligence and a broad good humor.

“Yo, Gator,” she said, bristling a bit. After years of astronaut training, everyone had gotten so accustomed to their call signs that it seemed second nature now—except that her old call sign of “Panther” reminded Nicole too much of the past. “Everything check out? How was breakfast?”

“Steak and eggs, as usual.” Gator said, grinning. “But I feel light as a feather. Wish you were coming with us. We’re having a great time—even without Iceberg. Don’t tell him I said that.”

Nicole had gotten good at masking any change in expression when it came to discussions about Iceberg. “It was his own hot-dog stunt that pulled him from the mission.”

“That’s our Iceberg,” Gator said. “Hey, after we get down, how about we all go back to the Fat Boy’s in Cocoa Beach? Just the three of us. Heck, bring Amos along, too. I hear they’re still having their all-you-can-eat barbecue chicken special.”

“Gator, you’re thinking with your stomach again. I’ll pass.”

She recalled the times their training group had gone to the old astronaut hangout, a small building with white siding and a crumbly asphalt parking lot only a few blocks up from the oceanside strip. Inside, the barbecue joint was lined with dingy, heavily varnished booths. Folded paper menus carried sticky, greasy fingerprints like badges of honor, and a smell of smoke and sauce hung in the air like fog in the morning. Autographed photos of astronauts and test pilots hung on the paneled walls. Nicole and Iceberg, Gator Green and his latest girlfriend, and others often hung out to eat ribs and drink pitchers of beer.

Gator shook his head good-naturedly. “See what happens when you get two stubborn people too close to each other. I bet Iceberg would come along if I dared him. Maybe you two could arm wrestle.”

Nicole leaned forward and said quietly, “Shouldn’t you be concerned with the mission and not my personal life, Mister?”

“Sure, Panther.” He seemed momentarily embarrassed. “Did Iceberg show up in the VIP area for the launch? I’d like to have the crew say goodbye to him.”

Nicole forced a laugh. “You think Iceberg would show up here with all the reporters? So they can ask him embarrassing questions and make him look pathetic on TV? For once I agree with him. He’s probably sleeping in, taking the day off.”

Gator’s eyes nearly bugged out. “Sleeping in? Iceberg? If you say so, Panther.”

“I’m the Launch Director,” Nicole smiled. “People listen when I say things.”

“Right, boss,” Gator said. “Too good for us lowly astronaut types. Hey, I’ll have CAPCOM relay a message from the shuttle. The Crew Transfer Vehicle is ready for boarding.”

“Good luck, and Godspeed, Gator,” Nicole said.

She had just enough time to take a deep breath and collect her thoughts before someone else called. “Miss Hunter! Excuse me, Miss Hunter.” She saw the EE COM station tech holding his headset and waving at her. “I think you’d better hear this—you
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