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        According to the fable, 
        B'rer
         Rabbit had trouble with 
        Tah
         Baby, when he attacked it. This little trap wasn't quite the same 
        ...
         but yet
        ...
      

      
         
      

      
        -
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        T
        he sign on the door to my office says "Seaman Asso
        ciates—Solid State Physics." That means that if you cross my palm with silver, I'll give you some advice. Some 
        days
         people come to me with their space-age prob
        lems. Some days I ju
        st sit there and read about rockets and communications satellites in the trade journals.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        This Monday a caller broke in while I was looking over some attractive ads for physicists from Boeing and General Dynamics, just a little before lunch. He was compactly built, a little past thirty, and with a military-brush haircut. He stood with a straigh
        tness that said he hadn't been out of uniform too long. He carried a leather dispatch case about thick enough to hold 
        Time 
        magazine or a couple of secret documents. That meant he thought he was somebody. 
        The bigger the wheel the thinner the case.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Dr. Seam
        an?" he snapped, as if he were calling me to attention. I took an immediate dislike to him.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Mike 
        Seaman," I said sourly, putting my cigar down. 
        The hell with that "Doctor" jazz.
         I didn't bother to get out of my swivel chair.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Setting his dispatch case down
        , my caller drew a pin-seal wallet from his jacket, extracted a card and took two precise steps to the edge of my desk. He handed me the card. I read it. It said he was Richard Busch, an em
        ployee of the United States Government, never mind what agency. It
        's supposed to be a big fat secret.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "We have urgent need for your services at Cape Ken
        nedy, Seaman," Busch said brusquely. "We'd like you to come at once."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I tossed the card back to the top of my desk, and Busch picked it up. "No thanks, Busch," I said. "
        I tried it once. I didn't like it." I picked my stogie from the ash tray and puffed. It was still lit.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "There's no need to be flip, Seaman," he said, sucking in his gut and drawing his chin back.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "There's no need to be pompous, either, Busch," I said. "I s
        ell advice. I don't go tearing around the country just because some card-carrying wise guy comes storming into my office. You got a problem? Tell me what it is. Maybe I can help you." I blew smoke at him.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He took a deep breath and remembered to shift gears
        . It would always be hard for him to deal with civilians. He wasn't used to getting along with people. Well, he'd learn to get along with me.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Sorry," Busch said, with a degree of humility I'd never have guessed he had in him. He looked at the chair and ne
        arly asked for permission to sit down. Well, at least we had established the peck-order.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He stepped back to pick up his dispatch case, sat down across from me and put the case on his knees. Opening it with a key, he drew out a manila envelope, apparently a
        ll the case contained, and pulled an 8 x 10 glossy photo from it. I reached for it and looked the picture over carefully.
      

      
         
      

      
        -
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Judging by its pronounced grain, it was an extreme enlargement. The object in its center, against a dead-black background, had that o
        ne-sided lighting that said it had been photographed in deep space, with sunlight striking one half, and leaving the other half completely in shadow. The object had a squatty central body, more or less cylindrical, although the coarse grain of the enlargem
        ent made it a little difficult to tell. Jutting out from the central body were a number of long, extremely thin arms sup
        porting at their ends what I took to be 
        antennae.
         Some were round and hinted at being bowl-shaped. Some were rectangular and looked fla
        t. They pointed this way and that, not all focused on the same object. It was plain, too, from the spider-web fragility of the object, that it had been photographed in the weightless free-fall of orbital flight. Nothing so tenuously built could have held t
        ogether under the strain of gravity.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I looked up and across my desk to Busch's expression
        less features. "Well, well," I grinned around the butt in my teeth. "That's a regular old Daddy Long Legs, isn't it?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "You know what it is. 
        Seaman?"
         Busch asked.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I sh
        rugged. "A space probe, I guess. It's in space, sure enough, and you got this shot with a telescope of some kind."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He nodded shortly. "We fired a missile with a 'scope to get close enough to make that picture," he said. "Can you tell me what its purpose wa
        s—what it was built to probe or sense?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "From this picture?"
         I said, irritably. "Don't be silly. 
        Of course not.
         What do 
        you 
        think it's probing?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "We're stuck," he admitted, brushing at his close-cropped hair. "We don't know, and we want to find out. That's why we want you to come to the Cape and join Project Stymie."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Where'd you get the picture?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He waved a hand vaguely. "Oh, about over North Da
        k
        ota," he said, getting cagey the way these secret agency guys will do if you let them. "This was the fourth probe that has made a pass over the country. Some unfriendly power is orbiting these things, and they come sneaking over us at odd intervals. We exp
        ect more of them."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I scowled at that one, tipped my swivel back and braced one foot in an open desk drawer. I puffed smoke and thought about it. "What do you mean, 'some un
        friendly power'?" I asked at last. "Don't you know where it was launched? You've go
        t all kinds of infrared sensors in orbit to pick up booster exhausts."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He paused before he answered. Apparently there was only so much he was allowed to tell me. "Yes," he said carefully. "We know where it was launched, where all four of them were launched
        . 
        From a submarine in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.
         
        Which tells us nothing about the country of origin.
         It could be any of the nuclear powers."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Especially the United States,"
         
        I grinned nastily. "We invented the technique."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Nonsense," he said stiffly. "
        Would a closer, clearer picture help?" he asked, getting back to what he wanted.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "No," I said, pressing the cigar out in my ash tray. "The only way you can figure out what this probe is sensing is to take it apart and examine its innards."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He gave me his f
        irst smile, the small, economy size. "We thought it would call for a trip into space," Busch said. "You've done some of that, haven't you, Seaman?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "I've done all of that I ever intend to do," I snapped. "Six trips to repair communications satellites for C
        om
        munications Corporation. And if I ever took another mission, it wouldn't be to chase after a satellite launched by some hostile power. Only a nut wants to stooge around in a spacesuit in free-fall, anyway."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "They were fearful you wouldn't take another m
        ission," Busch conceded. "Not after the probe in your picture, I'll tell you that," I said.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He made a motion of defeat. "All right, so you won't take the mission," Busch said. "But you'd know how to organize it wouldn't you?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Of course.
         Can't think of any
         reason why I couldn't."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He started putting the picture back in its envelope. "My assignment is to bring you back to the Cape with me to help set up Project Stymie."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I gave him a raised eyebrow.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "My Agency has the assignment," he said. "The task is to determine the purpose and country of origin of these probes."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "So as to stymie the effort?"
         I asked.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "
        That,
         and perhaps something more. My agency will be paying your fee."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "That's nice of it. I'd rat
        her work from here. Advice doesn't have to travel to be effective."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He got the case back on his knees and put the envelope in it and locked the latches. "There's more to the problem than I've told you," he said reluctantly. "And we have only a week until w
        e expect the next probe to come through. Our radars got good fixes on the launch in the Pacific, and we have the orbit down pretty solid. We want you at the Cape."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I thought about it. The Government had never hired me directly. My work had come from the co
        ntractors, like Western Electric, Boeing and McDonnell. There's prestige in working for th
        e front office, and prestige is 
        about ninety per cent of success in the consulting racket. Direct Government work would be a nice scalp at my belt.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        But there was anot
        her side to it. With my deep-space experience, once they got me down there, they'd start pressure for me to take the mission. That's the way it had been at COMCORP. "We need you on this mission, Mike. You're the boy with the knowhow. You are the guy who ca
        n do it."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Well, I wasn't about to climb in another bird and get boosted into space in chase of a hostile probe, no matter what the reason.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "You're hiring my 
        advice—just 
        my advice?" I in
        sisted. "No nonsense about my taking the mission?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "If you insist.
         
        Jus
        t advice."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Let's go," I said, feeling sure I'd regret my decision.
      

      
         
      

      
        -
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        We made a quick stop at my place on the East Side for some shirts, while Busch kept the cab waiting, and then made it through the Tunnel and out to the airport. They had one of those cute little 
        Lockheeds
         with four jets in the tail waiting for Busch and me
        . Busch had a fatter dispatch case on board, which he quickly got open. He spent most of the two-hour trip to the Cape talking over the radiophone with his boss. I didn't pay much attention to it, preferring to 
        smoke and snooze in the whining quiet of the 
        cabin, and think over the problems that would be thrown at me in Florida. After all, I had to earn my fee.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        There was a Jeep and driver waiting for us when we landed at the Cape. That's one thing about a Government job, there's always a Jeep available. Our 
        driver had some sense of the urgency of what we were doing, and drove like the devil.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "The meeting will be in session by the time we get there, Seaman," Busch yelled above the racket of motor and gearboxes as we tore down the highway. He hung onto the Jeep
         with one hand and his two dispatch cases with the other. He was a real wheel, a two-case man. "I set the meeting up while we were flying down."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I knew he had been doing something. He had sure given a lot of orders over the 'phone. "Nuts," I shouted back, 
        holding on tight. "
        What ever
         got accomplished in a meet
        ing? You must have some guy down here who yelped for help, or you wouldn't have come after me. Take me to 
        him. You 
        go to the meeting."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Busch didn't like it, but I was balky. The result was that he had
         the Jeep take us to the air-conditioned com
        fort of the ad building, and he led me down a corridor to the two-by-four office of a skinny, stoop-shouldered young guy named Fred 
        Kupek
        . The sign on his door said, "Orbit Section."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Beat it," I told Busch. "Go
         to a meeting." He wanted to argue, but remembered the meeting was waiting for him, I guess, and left me and Fred together.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He was standing, hugging his arms to his hollow chest, behind his desk. I went over to him. "Did you let out a bleat for some help o
        n this Project Stymie thing?" I asked him.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Fred 
        nodded,
         a sort of a nervous jerk of his head. "If you're Seaman," he said rapidly. "I asked them to get you. I heard about your work with COMCORP. We need you to go after that probe. Nobody here knows how." H
        is words spilled out after each other.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I started back out. "See you in New York, Fred," I sneered. "I told Busch I wasn't flying any mission for you guys."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He conceded defeat and came rushing around his desk to grab me by the elbow at the door. "That's wha
        t they said," he told me quickly. "
        Damn,
         and we really need an experienced man. All right, Seaman. We'll settle for your advice."
      

      
         
      

      
        -
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        We kind of calmed down after that and sat down on opposite sides of his desk. "Our problem is a very simple one," 
        Kupek
         told m
        e. "The 
        idea is to intercept one of these probes, take it apart and figure
         what it is probing, and come back home. We can't figure how to do it in the time we've got."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "A week isn't time enough to point up the launch, you mean?" I asked.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Fred shook his hea
        d, bending his round shoulders as he leaned his elbows on his desk. 
        "No, not that.
         These probes are shot in a sneaky orbit. They fire these things, somewhere out in the Pacific, just about straight up out of the ecliptic, due north. The orbit is a long, th
        in ellipse, with Earth as one focus, of course. It's a twenty-day affair. But on the way back down, they have a booster which fires and gives their bird a lot more speed, so that from our vantage the orbit changes from an ellipse to a hyper
        bola. The probe
         zips down over us from the north, in a close, grazing pass, only about fifty miles high, curves around due to the attraction of Earth, and heads straight out for the Sun."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I got the point. "Well," I said. "So if you fire your own bird to intercept that hy
        perbolic orbit, you are diving straight into the Sun for whatever time it takes you to open the oyster and see what makes it tick!"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "That's it," Fred said. "You see the problem?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Sure. 
        Getting back.
         I suppose t
        hat in the time it will take to analyze the probe you get past the point where your retro fuel can slow your bird down enough to make re-entry possible?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He nodded, clenching his fist. "You've got it," Fred said in a rush. "They'd be 
        stuck 
        out there. What'
        s the solution? How can we cut analysis time down? How can we short-cut that hyperbolic orbit?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I got up and walked to the window to look out over the NASA installation while I lit a cigar. I could see sev
        eral birds on launch pads over in the operations a
        rea. A couple "copters were chopping up and down the beach, doing those pointless things that military aircraft always seem to be doing.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "You can't handle it the way you want to," I said, blow
        ing smoke. "My own experience taking junk apart out in space sa
        ys that it's slow work. And analyzing strange circuits and the little black boxes hitched up to them is ten times tougher. You can't do it that way."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "You mean
        ,
         we can't solve the problem?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "You can't stay in that hyperbolic orbit, that's a cinch. So don't
        . After you intercept the probe, why not bring it back down to Earth for study? Won't one of the vehicles you use to study the permanently orbiting space stations handle that kind of a mission? All you need is some kind of a cargo hold."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Fred got up from h
        is posture chair and came over to my side at the window. "It was considered," he said, slumping. "The gang in charge of the vehicle said it couldn't be done."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "You mean, they couldn't see how to do it," I growled, clenching down on my stogie. "It's purely 
        a technical problem. 
        Nothing the matter with it in theory."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Of course not," Fred said. "Theoretically it's the right way."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Well," I said. "I'm the guy in charge of 'how to.' Take me to meet the guy who says it can't be done."
      

      
         
      

      
        -
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        After getting me the right k
        ind of pass to wear, Fred rustled up a Jeep and took me out to Pad Fourteen in the Operations Area. They made me ditch my cigar at the gate.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        The guy who said it couldn't be done was one of those quiet, understated test-pilot types with no more nerves than 
        a 
        milch
         cow. His name was Ralph Burris and he was overseeing the assembly of the fuel grain for the first stage of a really huge bird when Fred pulled the Jeep up to a screeching halt by the gantry.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        We walked across the apron to where Burris stood, hands o
        n hips, watching what was going on. Freddy made the introductions. "Seaman has the same idea we talked about, Ralph," he explained. "He thinks the trick is to bring that probe back down in the cargo hold of some
        thing like Vehicle Lambda."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Burris looked at
         me for a moment without expression. "Wouldn't work," he said. "You'd wreck the ship."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        It was my turn. "Explain the problem," I said.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He looked at me thoughtfully before speaking, which I was to find was his habit on most occasions. He was a guy who thought first. "No offense, Seaman, but you're an amateur. Space flight isn't like driving a car or run
        ning a boat. You've got other proble
        ms."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Name any three," I suggested, a little tired of being patronized. I would have bet I had made more missions than he had.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He shrugged. "I'll just name one. It's enough," he said, after his usual pause. "We pull about eleven gees on re
        entry. How are y
        ou going to stuff a probe weighing sev
        eral hundred pounds, of a shape we can scarcely guess, into a hold and keep it from tearing through the bulk
        head when we hit the atmosphere? You just can't brace an odd-shaped thing like that in anything built as lig
        htly as a satellite. It will wreck the ship on deceleration."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "That's not a theoretical difficulty," I said. 
        "Purely a practical problem."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He looked at me while he digested that one. "It will 
        kill 
        you just as fast," he said.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "If you don't lick it.
         Why not 
        lick it? It's a technical problem. Let's find the technique."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "You find it," he said. "I'm busy."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Nothing hard about it," I said. "Want to hear it?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He really didn't, but he turned back to me. "All right, Seaman. How would you brace that probe in the hold
        ?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "With polyurethane foam," I said. "It's light, resilient, and we can alter its mechanical strength to suit us by con
        trolling bubble size."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He shook his head sorrowfully. "And how are you going to whittle it to fit the probe you want to pack in it?" he 
        scoffed. "You'd be a week making a good enough fit."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Whittle, hell," I snapped. "Squirt the foam into the hold in liquid form, let it bubble and set up solidly around the probe. You can steady the thing by hand in the center of the hold so it's completely
         cushioned. It isn't going to weigh anything out there in orbit."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He gave me the longest pause of all. The little wheels inside his head, which were slow to start, and which turned at a rather deliberate speed, were turning.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "It might work," he said, after
         about two minutes. He nodded several times, which I gathered was his way of showing extreme enthusiasm. "Suppose you and I try it, Seaman," he suggested.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "You didn't get the message, either," I said. "I'm not flying any missions with you guys.'
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        That got a rise out of him. His impassive face creased in a scowl. 
        "Why not?
         I thought you had made several flights for the Communications Corporation."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I grinned nastily at him. "I'll say I have," I agreed. "And I'm not making any more."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "But why not?
         Thi
        s is a perfect job for your skills."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "So that's what determines what a guy does?" I snapped. "Just because I'm capable of diving off the Brooklyn Bridge doesn't mean I'm about to try it!"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "You're simply 
        scared!" 
        he said, amazed.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Of course I'm scared," I s
        aid. "Am I supposed to be embarrassed about it?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "It's not a case for embarrassment," Burris said quietly. "We're all scared. Who wouldn't be? But simple fear over the dangers of space is not enough excuse to avoid your patriotic duty."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Don't wave the fla
        g at me, Burris," I snarled. "So you guys are curious about what some other country is curious about. It will take more than that to get me back into space."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Burris looked thoughtfully at Freddy. "I think he should talk to Busch, Fred," he said at last. "H
        e plainly doesn't know the whole story."
      

      
         
      

      
        -
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I never should have listened to it. Oh, it was a good story. "This isn't a case of idle curiosity, for the love of Pete," Busch said coldly, when we were back in Fred's office. "We have our own probes, and we have p
        robed as deeply as possible the offense and defense of every nuclear pow
        er. No, it's this: If we were to know what facets of our defense cause the most concern to some enemy, we'd be able to fill out our knowledge of his whole 
        offensive 
        com
        plex. This is 
        a case of finding out what we're up against in the event of war. The piece of knowledge that you can bring back might mean ten million lives in the event of attack."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Send one of 
        your 
        men," I suggested.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "We simply haven't got anybody with the combina
        tion 
        of knowledge that you have as a physicist, and the experience of working with equipment in space that you've gained in making actual flights. You are the man who can assure the m
        i
        ssion's success," Busch hammered at me.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "No."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Is it money?" Busch asked insultingly. "Are you just holding out for more money?" I shook my head.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Would more money 
        help?" 
        he insisted. Oh, that was an insidious attack.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "It would help," I said weakly, and that was a big enough chink in my armor. Somewhe
        re there I said. "Oh. 
        the
         hell with it. I'll take the mission! Now shut up and leave me to my grief."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        People were slapping me on the back and making me feel like a fool. It had been a busy Monday.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Tuesday began the rat-race of pointing up the launch in tim
        e to meet an expected Sunday blast off. Burris' work with the first stage, of course, had been an im
        portant preliminary. There were two other stages to be assembled on top of the booster, and then the vehicle.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
         
        As Fred 
        Kupek
         h
        ad predicted, Vehicle Lambda was the choice.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        It was a big kite—a huge delta wing with a 
        squarish
         fuselage stretching the whole length and sticking out past the trailing edge. The nose was pointed and held a con
        trol room for a crew of two. The stern was al
        l solid-fuel rockets, as well as tanks of steering fuel, 
        heliox
         and water. In the center was a hold, with a curving hatch that slid to open, in which we proposed to bring back the probe we were setting out to intercept.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        My first job was to find the spacesu
        it I had used to make my earlier missions. It was still at the Cape, and I hadn't put on enough fat in six months of consulting work to change anything. They sent a jet to Newark to get my tools, which were back in the lab I had used to run for COMCORP in 
        Kearny. By Friday things were in pretty good shape, and our radars all over the 
        world were pulsing and trying to get their first echo from the probe that was due to come hurtling down from north of the ecliptic some time Saturday or Sunday.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Burris, as he h
        ad suggested, had been picked to pilot the mission from the start. We had done our dry run work in the control room, and were pretty well geared-up to work together. This would be his fifth mission, which, as I suspected, put me a couple ahead of him in ex
        perience. I was particularly glad to find that all his runs had been rendezvous with space stations. He wouldn't have to learn with me along 
        how
        7
         to make an approach and bring two objects together in space. He'd done it before.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "The schedule goes something
         like this," Dick Busch said at the final briefing. They had kept him as the liaison man between orbit, launch and mechanical. After all, it was his hush-hush agency that wanted the facts of the probe.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Ralph and Mike Seaman go into the 
        heliox
         tank to
        nigh
        t," Busch said, pulling a mimeographed sheet from his thin dispatch case. "We can't be sure just how soon our Unfriendly Power will fire the boosters on this next probe. We have to be ready if they try to cross us up by an early boost. We'll get the probe 
        on radar at about five diameters, say forty thousand miles. To make intercep
        tion, we'll have to blast off within fifteen minutes of first radar contact."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Too close," Ralph Burris said.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Busch looked over at Fred 
        Kupek
        . "How about it, Fred?" he asked tautly.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Freddy was all shakes and stutters. "I've got the 1401 programmed already," he said hurriedly. "Just as soon as I throw course, location and velocity into the cards, which will take ab
        out two minutes after we get a radar fix, I can give you an orbit."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "O.K.," said Busch. "We'll set up a hot wire to the launch pad. They can make gyro settings while we're lifting Ralph and Mike from the 
        heliox
         tank into the vehicle. We ought to be able to
         get you buttoned up in fifteen minutes, wouldn't you say?" he asked Burris.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        The pilot thought about it. "Can't get suited up in that time," he objected.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "We've got no choice," I said. "We'll live in our suits in the 
        heliox
         tank."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "For a couple days?"
         Burr
        is protested.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Got any better idea? And anyway, I'm betting this probe comes through early. That's what 
        I
        'd 
        do if I wanted to upset an interception."
      

      
         
      

      
        -
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        We suited up at midnight on Friday. The first radar detection was only three hours later. I don't know ab
        out Ralph, but I was asleep when the alarm came and they hustled us into our 
        helmets, got the air tanks on our backs and lifted us with a crane the three hundred feet to the top of the four stages.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        The framework of the gantry provided a skimpy metal stage 
        for the suited technicians to stand on as they helped Ralph and me into the contour chairs. We'd take off lying on our backs, with our legs a little elevated. The last thing they did was swing the retractable heat shield up in front of the ports—the "winds
        hield" through which Ralph would have to look when he brought us back down in an aircraft-type landing.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        One thing about a solid fuel launch, there is only about a tenth as much checking and 
        fiditzeling
         as when you are being boosted by liquid fuel. Sure, th
        ere were pres
        sures and temperatures and gyro speeds and settings, and a hundred other things, and Ralph was quietly saying "Roger" to assorted ground crew men. In the background was a taped voice counting backwards.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "T minus three minutes," it said and fe
        ll silent. Then: "T minus two minutes thirty seconds." My belly began to tighten up, and I had that "how the hell did you get in this fix" feeling that I always get before a launch. Ralph was too busy to be anything other than calm. Maybe that's the reason
         they keep the pilot so busy on countdown, just to keep him from stewing.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "T minus sixty, fifty-nine, fifty-eight," the voice droned, now counting for every second.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Roger," Ralph said for the 
        hundreth
         time. That's when somebody kicked us in the back. The 
        big solid-fuel grain came alight all across its surface in a fraction of a second. I could hear the creak of magnesium sheeting as we were instantly in a five-gee lift-off. The pressure on my back quickly increased as the enormous fuel grain burned away, t
        ons every second, lightening the bird so that our acceleration increased until the moment of burnout.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
         
        I had blacked out by that time, and I was sure Ralph had, too. Nobody sees anything at twelve-gee.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        It was like shifting gears when the second stage cut in. Its rocket grain was smaller than the first stage, but of course the first-stage booster casing had been cast loose, and we had less weight to carry. Still, our acceleration cut back to five-gee agai
        n, and vision started to dribble back. It didn't last long, for our weight kept reducing as the second-stage grain eroded with its burning, and our acceleration built up to that murderous twelve-gee.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Second-stage burnout was programmed to be followed by dr
        ift while course, velocity and position were tracked on the fine screens. There was chatter on the radio between Ralph and the ground during weightlessness.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Roger," he said. "Attitude controls activated." He read off a series of angles, and I could feel t
        he ship swing ever so slightly as he made a micrometric change in attitude.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        There was another countdown in my ear, a short one, starting at thirty. I could see Ralph, in the dim light of the cabin, reach for a switch. "Firing third stage at zero," he confi
        rmed. The taped voice said "Zero" and we were pulling five-gee again. There was an abrupt shock at the end of the shove, which had never built up to the point where my vision started to go. That meant we had never reached ten-gee, my blind point. The shock
         was the explosion of charges in the fuel grain to end its burning at the precise second when our velocity was right to make our intersection with the probe we were tracking.
      

      
         
      

      
        -
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        We were in free fall, cast loose from the third stage. 
        "How you riding, Mike?"
         R
        alph asked, turning his head in his bubble helmet to look over at me. It was the first time he had paid me the slightest attention since lift-off.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "I'll live," I grumbled. "But I'll be a very stiff cookie for a few days." I always preferred a liquid-fuel b
        oost.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Roger," Ralph said to the ground. I had heard the incoming on my own headset. Our insertion into orbit was, as far as the ground was concerned, perfect. Somewhere close to us we should find the hostile probe.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I went into my act, which was to de
        ploy
         the search radar through its hatch in the top of the control room. There was an immediate pip on the screen. "Got the bandit, Burris," I said, beginning to figure range and vec
        tor. It had been a good shoot, the best of the seven I'd ridden.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Now it was Ra
        lph's turn. We
         
        were traveling a mite faster than our target. He tumbled Lambda end over end for a very short burst of retro fire, and then tumbled us again, so we came up on our prey nose first.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        One of the things you might forget about being in space is that essentially it is dark. The only thing that is light is something capable of reflecting sunlight. We were, of course, well free of Earth, being then about forty thousand miles out, and were in
         the full glare of the sun. Our shiny 
        mag
         wings glistened. Nothing else was visible in space. Only the always incredible powder
        ing of stars was there. The moon was somewhere around, but apparently out of sight behind our bulk. It wasn't near, at any rate.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        The probe we were trying to find was straight ahead, the radar said, and not more than ten miles away. Still, when can you see something five or six feet long at a distance of ten miles? It was possibly visible as a re
        flecting point of light, but indisti
        nguishable in size from the stars that littered the firmament.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "How far?"
         Burris asked.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "A little under ten miles.
         We'll be twenty minutes closing up unless you give us a kick in the tail," I warned him.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "We can't afford an extra minute," he said, closing 
        a switch.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        We wanted just as little of that hyperbola as possible. The burst lasted several seconds. Then we were working together, doping out the moment of retro fire to stop us cold near the probe. Ralph tumbled our stern sun
        ward, to face the probe, and 
        I got the near-search radar working on the fine range.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Now!"
         I said, and the stern tubes gave us several seconds of retro.
      

      
         
      

      
        -
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "There!" Ralph said, pointing through the nose port.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        There 
        was right. We had come close to ramming the probe. We backed slowly past 
        it, or it past us, however you want to figure that sort of thing, not a hundred feet away. Our relative velocities were only a few feet a second. From here on in Ralph had to use the hydrazine and nitric acid steering jets, working us in closely. I started
         disconnecting the various jacks and plugs that had me connected to the ship, and got my coil of life line clewed up to my side.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "How close do you want me to run in, Mike?"
         Ralph asked.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I was looking at the probe. As I had said to Busch when I had first se
        en its photo, it was a real Daddy Long Legs. The long, skinny arms that held its various antennae reached out many feet from what I could now clearly see was a cylinder in its center. Fortunately for us, all the arms were in the same plane, so that we coul
        d work our way in close to the central body without hitting one of the antennae.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Can you bring a wing tip in under that can in the center?" I asked, opening the hatch.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Like this?" he asked, beginning to work us over with short, soft shoves of the steerin
        g jets. We edged closer to the spidery thing that hung there, the wing tip on our dark side drawing under the fringe of skinny arms, and tilting up so that it came closer and closer to the core of the probe.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Like that," I said. "Can you make contact with 
        the tip?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Ram it?" he said, surprised.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Well, don't knock a hole in it," I said sourly. "I just want you to touch it so our charges are equalized. What do you want me to do, climb out there, reach over and get electrocuted?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "This will take a little doing," he protested, but the tip of our huge delta wing eased ever so slowly up against the cylinder at the center of the probe—the body in the center of the Daddy Long Legs. The last few seconds seemed to take forever, while the 
        last inches of closure narrowed. There was a sudden very bright flare, a tiny shock to confirm we had made contact, and then a little red glow that faded.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Wow!" Ralph said softly. "That was one terrific dif
        ference in electrical potential. You 
        would 
        have 
        been elec
        trocuted. You ever see anything like that before, Mike?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I hadn't, and it got me thinking. "Listen," I said. "That thing came down from north of the ecliptic. We went out on a course at right angles to that one. We have cut different lines in the
         magnetic field, and that's why the big difference in charges."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Maybe." he conceded. 
        "A new phenomenon."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "That's not the only one," I said, observing that we were still in contact with the probe. "Did you notice that red glow where our tip touched the pro
        be?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Yes, I did. What was it?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "It was red-hot magnesium cooling off as heat ran out into the rest of the plating," I said. "Try to roll your tip a few inches away from that probe."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        The stars moved slightly across the port. The probe came right along with
         us.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "I thought so," I said. "We're welded together."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "What!"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "That charge equalization was hot enough to spot-weld the probe to our wing tip, Ralph," I said. "We're stuck."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He looked at me in the pale light of the cabin. "If we can't shake that thing loos
        e, Mike," he said quietly, "we can't even abort the mission."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I could see his point. With that weight stuck way out on our wing tip, our combined center of gravity was no longer lined up with our rockets. If Ralph pressed 
        the firing key, we'd just spin like a giant Catherine wheel. Our retro fire wouldn't work.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Let's not holler till we know we're hurt," I suggested. But I was feeling a little sick. "The spot-weld may only be a tiny thing. Try twisting us free—roll us with 
        the steering jets."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "I did that," Ralph reminded me. "That ugly thing came right along with us."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "You only applied a couple pounds of torque," I said. "Roll us more sharply."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "And tear off the wing sheeting? We'd burn up on re-entry if there was a ragged e
        dge out there."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Well, twitch it a little. Do you have enough rolling moment in the jets to really damage the skin?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "I don't know," he said. "I'll try it."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        The stars moved again, more quickly this time. So did the probe. We were still stuck.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I moved out o
        f my seat with care, now that the hatch was open over my head. No point to go sailing out of our ship. "Let me take a look at it," I said. "I've got cutting tools, you know. We'll work out something."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Don't take all night," Ralph said. "We only have two h
        ours before we reach the limit of our retro fire."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Sure," I said.
      

      
         
      

      
        -
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        They had provided a series of loops for hand holds along the upper and lower wing surfaces. They were there to help me clamber around out in space and to use in clewing up lines if I had t
        o tie anything down while I worked on it. They were made of an ablative material that would abrade away from air-friction on re-entry. Right now they were darned handy.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I was out of the ship now, taking care to work my way from hand hold to hand hold. Ther
        e'd be no tragedy if I lost my grip, for I had tiny hypergolic rockets on my back and my belly to move me around in free fall. I locked my heated life line into the jack provided in the side of the hull, checked to make sure it was drawing current, so that
         it wouldn't chill and get brittle, and took stock.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Our vehicle was exactly between the Sun and the Earth, for we had matched the probe's hyperbola, carrying it straight to the Sun. In that position the Earth, about eight diameters away, was an enormous fu
        ll moon, sub
        tending an angle of ten or twelve degrees. The continents and storm systems were clearly visible. The Sun, of course, still had its normal size as seen from Earth, but it was ardently brilliant, making the big moon of Earth, insignificant in t
        erms of the amount of light it supplied. One thing was 
        sure,
         I'd have enough illumination for the work, what with light coming from both sides.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Dragging the life line behind me, I worked my way forty feet out to the wing tip. I had to 
        scrooch
         down a little
         to slide under one of the probe's antennae that hung parallel to the upper surface of our delta wing.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "How does it look?" the earphone said, with Ralph's voice still calm.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Tough," I said as I got up close. "It's not an edge joint. Two plane surfaces are welded together. I can't get in there with my saw."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I hadn't bothered to carry my tools the first trip out— I wanted to assess the problem. They had provided me with a circu
        lar saw, powered by an air turbine that ran off the 
        heliox
         tanks 
        on my back, and swinging a diamond-tipped blade. That was to use in cutting the antennae free so that we would be able to stuff the central body of the probe into our hold. If possible, we ha
        d decided, we'd fold the antennae up as much as possible and stuff as much of them in as would fit. They had been shot into space all folded up, and had opened like an insect's wing as it comes out of its cocoon once the final booster had fired and sent th
        e probe into hyperbola.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "What next?" Ralph said. "Can you cut up the main body of the probe until you get down to where the skin of that thing is welded to our tip?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Saw blade wouldn't last that long, even if my 
        heliox
         did," I protested. "I need a welding
         torch."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "It's a sixty-thousand mile walk to get one," Ralph said.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "I wonder." I took a good look at the probe we were stuck to. Its antennae were of two kinds. As I had seen in the coarse-grained photo Busch had shown me a week before, there were cup-shap
        ed detectors of some kind. But the other half were square, flat, and quite sizable, about three yards on a side. I worked my way back toward the fuselage of our bird so that I could grip one of the skinny antenna arms and examine one of the squares more cl
        osely.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "We may have a chance," I said. "This thing is powered by solar batteries, and it's got half an acre of them."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "What of it?" Ralph asked.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "They are electrical power, Ralph. Maybe I can hook them up in parallel and get enough amperage to have an arc-
        welder. I'll cut the thing up and get us loose."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        His breath hissed in his microphone. "In two hours?" he protested. "It'll take you a day just to figure out the wiring."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Looks simpler than that.
         Bring the tools out," I said.
      

      
         
      

      
        -
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        The probe had eight of those skinny arms, which had accentuated its resemblance to a Daddy Long Legs. Four of the arms ended in solar batteries. We went to work, cutting them off close to the central body.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "I can't use this yet," I warned Ralph, as he hand
        ed me the saw. "I want to cut the leads, and I'll hit a hot wire, sure as the devil. 
        Can't risk damaging the saw blade that way.
         Where are the insulated cutters?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He detached what was essentially a rubber-sheathed magnesium bolt-cutter with steel jaws from
         his belt, and handed it to me. The current from the solar batteries wasn't overpowering, but it was enough to put a nick in the blade as I snapped the lead from them to the 
        central body of the probe. There were four hot cuts to make, and I pretty well rui
        ned the cutter. At least I didn't ground myself in the process, and got no jolts of current.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        The saw whirred smoothly in my hand as I triggered the valve that bled air from my tanks to its high-speed turbine. The geared-down diamond-tip wheel made quick wo
        rk of cutting the actual antenna arm. We tied the first one down to a couple hand holds and worked our way around to the next one.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        In about twenty minutes we had the four solar batteries loose, and I was testing the current they were putting out. I was hal
        f afraid they had been wired up in series to give high voltage current, but the hostile power had better engineers than that. No point piping high-tension stuff around when you can carry the easier-to-handle lower voltages and boost it up inside the centra
        l body.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I was no welder, but I remembered that about forty-five volts was 
        right,
         and the more amperage the better. I began to pray that the solar batteries were of a high order of efficiency. There were about thirty-six square meters of surface, which in t
        heory meant about thirty-six kilo
        watts at a hundred per cent efficiency. Solar batteries came in all kinds, the best of them putting about forty per cent of their theoretical power. That would have given me about fifteen kilowatts, and at forty-five volts
         the amperage might be enough.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Still, for welding tips I had absolutely nothing. I worked my way back into the ship and started looking around for some kind of rod, something a little more durable than the silver cable that ran from the solar batteries to 
        the central body. There were two light brace rods used to hold the cargo hatch open, and I cannibalized them with the bolt cutter.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Ralph was busy lining the solar batteries up so that they faced the Sun squarely, while I wired them up. They were hot—we had
         no switch—and I had to be careful that one lead was always hanging free in space when I worked on the other side of the circuit.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Hurry," Ralph said. "Our first hour is gone. That's half our time."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Needle me," I snapped. "It will make me more sure-finger
        ed!"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "I'm sorry," he said. "How can I help?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Hold this lead from touching the ship," I said. "When the time comes, touch it down to our leading edge. It should weld fast, and that will be our ground line. I'll use the other lead for the cutting arc."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        It w
        as harder than it sounded. The amount of current we were getting from the batteries was hardly equal to the job. 
        Whenever I touched my lead to the probe.
         I'd just get local heating, not melting, unless I touched it where the skin was very thin. But there w
        as surge voltage when I broke the contact, and at each surge a little spot melted and some of it vaporized.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        We couldn't have too much vaporization, or the con
        densing metal would cloud up our helmets. I used a pry bar to tear at the red-hot metal, shreddin
        g the sheeting around the probe away as I 
        heated
         it. Your mind has a nice kind of a clock in it, and I could see that the timing was going to be close.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Ralph," I said into my mike.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Roger," he acknowledged automatically.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Take the saw and cut the rest of the antennae loose and see if you can fold them up. If I get this thing cut free, maybe we can complete the mission."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        He started to tell me the hell with the mission, but doing something was better than watching me chip aw
        ay at the skin of the probe.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I had to tear it pretty well open to get to where the two skins had welded together. When the probe's skin was about half off, I could see electronic components wired inside. Using a small snips, I cut away what looked like a c
        ondenser or resistor, and put it in the pouch at my belt.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Finally I was working at the two skins, and suddenly the probe had a small proper motion. I gave its mass a shove and, Glory be, it moved away from the wing tip.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Got it free, Ralph," I said. "Come 
        on over here. This thing has plenty of mass, even if it doesn't weigh any
        thing. Help me man-handle it to the hatch."
      

      
         
      

      
        -
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        When Ralph had finished cutting the remainder of the antennae loose, he had gotten the cargo hatch open and taken out the tanks of polyure
        thane gook we had stored in there. They were hanging limply at the end of lines, out of the way, but ready for use. The central body of the probe was a heavy dog. It's hard to judge weights in free fall, but I had an idea it weighed close to five hundred p
        ounds. Our seven-foot fuselage had a hatch five feet by seven, and it was a pretty tight fit to get the probe inside. We had to hack up the antennae to get them in, and I junked all but a small part of the solar batteries. A sample would be enough to study
        .
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Ralph held the central body of the probe pretty well centered in the hold while I got the foam nozzles ready. Starting "underneath" the thing we were taking home, I squirted the hold full of the foam. It expanded rapidly in the vacuum of space. But the e
        ngineers had doped it out well, and bubble size remained small enough to give us the mechanical strength we would need to cushion the probe on re-entry. I worked more carefully as I "topped off" the hold, so that the hatch would close as smoothly as possib
        le over the foam. Ralph seated the hatch and we worked our 
        w
        7
        ay
         back into our contour chairs.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "How's the time?" I asked, plugging jacks into the central 
        heliox
         supply and the intercom.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Ten minutes leeway," he said. 
        "Base
        d on a probe weight of seven hundred and fifty pounds.
         
        How about it?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "In like Flynn," I said. "Give that foam five minutes to set up solid, and start flying, fly-boy."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        Our stern rockets could kick up some respectable acceleration when they were all fired 
        at once. Ralph gave us a sharp kick in the pants for about twenty seconds and then got on the radio. There was a lot of chatter about course, position and velocity, and then we went through the bit of conning the ship around to a new angle for the rest of 
        the retro-fire. "I'll have to use it all," Ralph said. "That means a dead-stick landing. We'll have to be right the first time!"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        I turned on the cabin light as we drifted, our rocket thrust completely spent, headed for a "bounce" approach to Earth. "Look h
        ere," I said, taking the thing I had snipped from the probe out of my belt pouch. Ralph took it carefully in his gloved fingers. It was pretty small to handle in a spacesuit.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "What is it?" he asked.
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Condenser.
         
        Made in Hong Kong."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
         
        I could see him frown in his helmet. "What's the significance?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Just data—a help in making an educated guess," I said. "I recognize the thing from samples I saw at COMCORP. The Chinese import a lot of stuff from Hong Kong. I'
        m betting our Hostile Power is China."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Just in case," Ralph said, switching on the radio. "Let's report."
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "In code, please," I reminded him. "We are surely being monitored. In all likelihood that probe had an encounter-detector on board and reported back 
        to China that an intercept had been made. Why let them know what we found out?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Good gravy!"
         
        Ralph said.
         
        "I just thought
         
        of something!
        "
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "
        What?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "That Hostile Power—
        say
         it was China—must have known that an intercept was a possibility, no matter how remo
        te. They could guess that we haven't revealed the full capabilities of our hardware!"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "Of course," I said, putting the condenser back in my pouch. "What of it?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "What if they had booby-trapped that thing?"
      

      
         
      

      
                      
        "I thought you'd wise up after a while," I said. "
        What do you think I was so afraid of, just riding around in 
        space!
         That's old hat!" 
      

      
         
      

      
         
      

      
         
      

      
        The End
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