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FULL STEAM AHEAD?

“General Beardsley,” said the President of the
United States loudly, “do you recognize that I am
speaking to you as your Commander in Chief?”

“I do, sir,” came the prompt answer over the
protected microwave link. “I await your order, Mr.
President.”

“Then, General Beardsley, in accordance with
the authority of the Aircraft Atomic Energy Act of
1963, order the Langley’s commander to start his
aircraft’s engines.”

Beardsley looked impassively back out of the TV
monitor, then snapped to attention and saluted.
“The wing is ready, sir. We will not fail the
country, Mr. President. NOR THE WORLD OF
STEAM?P?

“The world of what?” said a startled President.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

IN 1952 THE UNITED STATES AIR FORCE DECIDED TO PRESS
ahead on the design of an atomic-powered bombing
plane capable of attacking any point inside the Soviet
Union from any other given point of entry, and able to
stay aloft along the Soviet borders for long periods of
time before attacking. Two engine companies, Pratt and
Whitney Aircraft and the General Electric Company,
were engaged to produce the power plant, working under
the requirement that two entirely different engines must
emerge from the two companies, and the Air Force
would then choose the design on which to base the
airframe. In fact, at least four different engine cycles
were considered in the next six years, all of them
operationally dangerous in various unique ways.

The supercritical-water, steam-turbine-driven fan-jet
“Steam Bird” happened to be the weapons system on
which 1 worked as a just-graduated mechanical engineer
at Pratt and Whitney, specifically in the condenser
design group. And though we got the big baby flying
inside the computers, the whole thing was dropped . . .
fuckily for the country ... in 1958 when the Enght of
Sputnik showed that intercontinental mass murder does
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not require slow, vulnerable and crash-prone battlewag-
ons of the sky. This story, taking place more or less in
the present, assumes a world in which that decision was
not made and in which three such bombers were actually
built, to sleep forgotten awaiting some final purpose.

The flight of Steam Bird here, its multitudes of techni-
cal and operational problems, and the crew’s and Wash-
ington’s responses to these surprises are either my own
professional estimates or else the projections of other
engineers. The much-discussed problem of ‘roll-up’, for
example, was first pointed out to the Air Force by an
AEC consultant in 1950.

As to the. Muth family, their friends, adversaries, and
co-conspirators, they are wholly fictitious and not based
on any real persons.

H.S.
Cuttyhunk, Mass.
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THE FOUR-CYLINDER ARTICULATED Y6B, HER TWIN STACKS
blasting, hit the sag at the base of Sherman Hill doing
fifty scale-miles an hour, over a hundred loaded coal
hoppers behind her drawbar and heading for Tidewater.
Colonel Bob Muth, sweat already popping on his pink
forehead, felt his train’s momentum drop away as the big
engine tackled the main grade and car after car came
through the sag and started into the climb.

Colonel Muth’s wife, Betty Lou, watched with frown-
ing, critical eyes. “I told you to go in the hole at
Newberry Junction,” she said firmly. “The Dixie Flyer is
only ten minutes back and running latel”

Colonel Muth was too_busy to make a response. He
gave the locomotive full regulator, then increased the
cutoff to forty Sercent. The engine, now barking sharply
like an enraged dog, slowed and fought the hill. On the
tail of the kne, behind the caboose, was a single helper
engine, an ancient Berkshire, also puffing and shouting
hoarsely.

“Will you push!” said Colonel Muth tensely to the
Berk’s engineer, Major Fisk. “For God’s sake, Harry, put
it in full forward gear, please!”
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Fisk shook his head. “My water’s already down to the
crownsheet, Bob. I can barely hold steam now!”

The drag slowed and slowed as the top of Sherman
Hill came nearer. “More sand, Bob,” said Betty Lou
Muth quietly. “You're going to lose your feet!”

Colonel Muth pushed the sanding lever further over
and shook his head. “I’ll be out of sand before the top.
How the hell can I stop her at Tidewater?”

Nobody answered. They were all watching the big
engine begin to slip her forward drivers. The exhaust
bark became uneven and, in desperation, Muth
slammed the sanding lever way over and shoved the
machine into full forward gear on both sets of cylinders.
In a final ecstasy of rapid exhaust puffs and spinning
wheels, the big engine topped the hill at no more than
three scale-miles an hour and the hoppers began to come
over the ridge behind her. Muth let out a great sigh,
pulled back on his Johnson bar and, to show he had
never really doubted the top, cut loose a triumphant,
though brief, blast on his whistle.

“Lucky, Bob,” said his wife, trying to appear unim-

pressed.
. The long train slowly accelerated as each new hopper
hit the level, and Colonel Muth finally whistled his
helper off the train. The gasping Berkshire immediately
dropped away and ran slowly backwards to the helper
pocket at the base of Sherman Hill, her engineer still
breathing deeply in relief.

The main line of the Tidewater Northern went to two
tracks a scale mile beyond Sherman and Colonel Muth
pulled into the passing track to let the Dixie Flyer go by.
He steamed slowly along as the varnish suddenly ap-
peared behind, two high-stepping Pacifics on the point,
four head-end postal and express cars, twelve heavy-
weight eighty-footers, all ending in a handsome boattail
observation lounge, the whole consist smoothly tearing
by them at ninety scale-miles an hour. Both whistles
broke into a continuous scream and after the Dixie
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whirled away, Colonel Muth gave two cheerful toots
back and speeded up when his signal dropped back to
caution.

The rest of the run to Tidewater was on a descending
one-in-two-hundred grade, and Colonel Muth, now
quite low on sand, applied his air a quarter-mile from
the division yards so that his train might assist in
bringing the engine to rest. They passed the yard limit
signs doing seven scale-miles an hour and he put the
Y6B into reverse gear and quarter regulator, watching
the wheels slip and skid, then pulled his train air to full
emergency. The long train drifted neatly to a stop along
the arrival track of the rotary dumper and Colonel Muth
grinned, wiped his face with a red bandanna hanging
around his neck, and flipped up the long black bill on his
blue-striped engineer’s cap.

Master Sergeant Stewart, whose six-wheeled switcher
began at once to break the coal drag into manageable
pieces, stuck up his right thumb. “A sweet run, Bob.
Lovely!”

Colonel Muth sat silent and grinning to watch the
northbound commuter, a small, ancient Prairic and
three open vestibule shorty cars, huffle busily by. Then,
just as the commuter pulled into Lakeview, everything
suddenly stopped and the room lights went fully on.

“Gentlemen,” said Betty Lou Muth, who was Divi-
sion Super for that session, *‘It is now twelve noon, July
fifteenth, nineteen hundred and forty-three. Next Thurs-
day we complete this day. Division Superintendant will
be Harry Fisk. The rest of your assignments are posted
on the call board.”

Betty Lou looked up and down the sixty-foot length of
the HO train layout whose several levels filled the
gigantic basement of the Muth home. “Let’s remember
next week that we’re on wartime rules. We’ll be handling
about one hundred and sixty percent of normal traffic.”

Bob Muth poked up his hand diffidently, grinning at
his wife. “Super,” he said in a respectful voice. “Can’t
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we get a better helper in the pocket at Sherman than that
completely decrepit and useless Berkshire?”

Betty Lou shrugged. “You find it, Bob, anywhere on
this division. The Dixie is running double-headed in
both directions now. We’ve got two solid trains of troop
sleepers coming south as extras during the next session
and even the division’s local peddler freight is so long it
needs two switchers or else a decent road engine.”

“On the other hand,” stoutly answered Bob Muth
right back, “‘if we have to split the coal trains at Sher-
man, we’ll block the whole road for an hour or more at a
time.”

Betty Lou, shrugging again, turned toward the stairs.
“As I said when we started the session, Bob, there’s a
war on.” A smattering of laughter and applause greeted
this firmly-stated announcement. “Okay,” said Betty
Lou, “you boys police up the butts and secure the layout
while I go pour the cocoa.”

The men soon straggled upstairs from the basement,
chatting about the various problems of the just-ended
operating session, to find hot cocoa and cookies laid out
in the big living room. “The trouble is,” said Bob Muth
to Fisk and Stewart, as they sat down on the long sofa
and sipped their cocoa, “the whole loco roster is stored
right there in the minicomputer memory. The damn
thing knows that Berkshire was supposedly builtin 1917,
hasn’t had a major shopping since 1940, and leaks steam
at every joint.”

“It sure is a dog, all right,” said Harry Fisk. “Good
grief, the computer had me out of water after five
minutes on full regulator!”

“Does the computer really know when you forget to
stop for sand, Bob?” asked Sergeant Stewart, remember-
ing the problem with stopping the Y6B.

Bob Muth shook his head in rueful remembrance.
“You better believe it does, buddy! You weren’t here
three weeks ago, but I forgot to sand up the switcher 1
was running at Tidewater. I came down light off the
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dumper, going a bit fast, hit the brake and sander, and
skidded into the drink. Five demerits!”

“You went into the water?” asked an unbelieving
Stewart.

“Well, down on the epoxy, Jim. All the bumpers are
set to give way if a train hits at over ten miles an hour,
and I was well over that.”

Stewart shook his head. Going onto the ground while
driving on a crack model railway like the Tidewater
Northern was humiliating enough. But to go over onto
the epoxy ocean! “Boy, I'm never going to touch that
regulator again before I check my sand!” said Jim
Stewart fervently.

At that instant the phone began to ring. Bob Muth
peered at his watch, noting it was almost midnight, then
picked up the receiver. “Colonel Muth speaking,” he
said in a terse voice.

Conversation in the room abruptly stopped and every-
one turned to watch Bob Muth speak into the phone.
“Yes sir. I understand, General. Well, sir . . . all my crew
is here except my copilot, Captain Jackson. . . . Ah, he’s
with you now then? Fine.”

Muth hung up and turned, completely without expres-
sion, back to his wife and guests. “Gentlemen,” he said
in a calm tone, “the Soviet Union has refused to call
back its two vessels taking missile bodies to Nicaragua.
President O’Connell has placed the wing on a six-hour
alert. General Beardsley suggests that everyone get some
sleep. We have to be in the aircraft ready for takeoff at
five AM. Any questions?”

The Muth living room was absolutely still. Nobody
moved a finger, a shoe, or a muscle, yet their eyes darted
everywhere, each man staring in turn into the eyes of the
others, and in each eye there was a single, burning hope.
Rapidly and silently each man finished his cocoa and left
the house. Bob and Betty Lou nodded their acceptances
of thanks and said their good-nights in low voices at the
front door, and soon the driveway was empty of cars.
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Colonel Muth peered out past the neat lawn to the tall
pine forests that surrounded the northern Maine town of
Moosefoot. He sighed deeply.

Betty Lou suddenly put her arm around her husband,
hugging him strongly. “You’re getting your hopes up
again, aren’t you baby?” she said softly.

Colonel Muth bit his lip and grinned sheepishly at her.
“It’s got to be this time, Lou. If they don’t use us now,
the wing is down the chute.”

“How many other times have you been on six-hour
red alert, Bob?” asked his wife softly.

“Eight,” said Bob Muth immediately and ruefully. He
turned to look at his wife. “Oh, I know there’s not much
chance, but the pressure is stronger on them to use us
too, each time we get called up.”

Betty Lou hugged her husband tight. “You think I
should call Uncle Nate, Bob?’ Her level grey eyes looked
lovingly and directly at him.

Muth shook his head. “There’s no point getting Nate
stirred up at this point. But if we should be ordered to go
critical . . . then you better get him.” He put an arm
around her sturdy shoulder and gave her a squeeze back.
“You’ve got to get us back, good buddy,” he said
suddenly. “You and Nate.”

Betty Lou nodded and kissed her husband on the
cheek. “You know we’ll get you back, Bob,” she said in a
positive voice. “I just hope Steam Bird gets you up.”

Bob Muth took a deep breath. “She’ll do it. All she
needs is a chance.” His voice was positive and strong,
and as he looked out over the dark, silent woods, then up
into the cold air, he could almost see the huge bird
lifting, up and up, her turbines singing a shrill song to
the very stars.
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THE MOOSEFOOT AIR FORCE BASE AND ITS ASSOCIATED TOWN
were neighbors to such far-north Maine municipalities
as Eagle Lake, Quimby, and Allagash. During World War
II the long runway had been one of the American ends of
that great bridge of aircraft that flew across the Atlantic
to beleaguered England. Now, all that remained of those
memorable days was the Third Intercontinental Bom-
bardment Wing, USAF, consisting of three nuclear-
propelled aircraft, the only three in the world.

None of these huge planes had ever actually flown.
The original idea had been to use one as a trainer,
keeping the other two unflown for combat. The difficulty
was that once a flight, or even a start, was made, the
plane’s reactor became hot and deadly for all time to
come, and since the aircraft could only carry enough
shielding around the reactor to protect the air crew
located forward, a working plane would have to be kept
and serviced in a special place, the ‘hot hangar’.

Inside this hot hangar, in addition to massive, move-
able shielding walls, was planned a shielded diesel
locomotive to move around the remote-servicing arms
and servo-controlled TV cameras to check and repair the
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aircraft. This quarter-billion-dollar project had been
traded off in a long-ago Congress for some other, and
more interesting, weapons system, so that the Air Force
had no choice but to save all its atomic airplanes for
some future ‘big show’.

Congress had eventually relented a bit and provided a
few dozen million to train the three crews on a flying
simulator, a gigantic, prop-jet, kerosene-driven copy of a
nuclear-propelled bombing plane. Like the electrically-
propelled ‘steamers’ on Colonel Muth’s HO-gauge
model railway layout, the response of this giant plane
was filtered through a computer programmed to make it
respond like a nuclear machine. Since fossil fuel gas
turbines have a much more prompt response to environ-
mental and control changes than a nuclear-heated cycle,
the simulation was practical and readily carried out. The
difficuity, of course, was that the assumed behavior of
the atomic airplane was just that: assumed. Nobody
really knew what the things might truly do, or fail to do,
in an actual flight.

Colonel Muth, tall and stern in his bulky flight kit,
stood at five AM. with his silent crew under the wing of
their gigantic atomic aircraft, the Samuel Langley. The
machine was essentially a low-wing fan-jet, but with
wing-root-mounted engines. The huge size of these ten
shrouded-fans required a wing-fuselage junction over
thirty feet thick, so that from the front the Langley
seemed like one vast tapered wing with five insect-like
eye complexes on each side of a stubby but huge nose.
The many wheels and their complex of undercarriage
structure created a sense of busy confusion between the
Langley’s great bulk and the hangar floor, and a sense of
her weight could be gained by noting how mushed flat
were the many fat tires.

Behind, in the cavernous hangar, bulked the two other
shadowy planes of the wing, and everywhere about them
men prepared to move the huge machines out into the
quiet dawn, should the order ever be given.
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Major Peter Brush, aircraft commander of the nearby
Sir Hiram Maxim, walked up to the Langley’s air crew,
smiling crookedly. “You want to flip to see who goes
first, Bob?"” he asked with elaborate casualness.

Colonel Muth clapped Brush on the shoulder and
grinned. “Sorry, buddy. Today I'm pulling rank and
seniority. You can go first next time,” but when he saw
that Brush did not think this very funny, he softened his
voice. “Maybe they’ll fly us all, Pete,” he said squeezing
the man’s arm.

“Look,” said Major Brush, suddenly smiling. “If only
you guys get up,” and he looked around at them all,
“well, Jesus, good luck! I just wish we could double-head
this run, Bob.”™

“Me too, Pete,” said Colonel Muth in a firm tone.

Suddenly General Beardsley’s voice boomed within
the gigantic hangar. “Aircrews, man your planes!
Ground crews, begin the tow-out!” The Langley’s crew
stared at each other, their eyes filled with a sudden, wild
surmise. Serpgeant Stewart shook his head and muttered
to himself. *“I am not going to get my hopes up,” he said
over and over.

Betty Lou Muth sat in her car outside the high cyclone
fence with her younger daughter, Alice. They peered
across the wide field into a distant corner of the huge,
lighted hangar. Suddenly the girl pointed. “Mom, look!
They're towing out the Langley!”

Mrs. Muth quickly lifted a pair of 7x50-power night
binoculars to her eyes and focused on the distant activi-
ty. “You're right!” she breathed. “Lordy, here they
come, Alice!”

The hangar doors came fully up in the predawn
darkness and the inside light spilled out around the
gigantic, slowly-moving form of the Langley. It took
three D-8 Caterpillar tractors to move each huge flying
machine on its ninety-six wheels, and these roaring,
creeping monsters were utterly dwarfed by their load.
Betty Lou Muth peered steadily through her glasses.
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“They’ve gotten this far before,” she said, half to herself.
“Let’s see if they start the fans.”

The Langley’s flight office was an almost unnoticeable
blister on the monster, bulbous nose of the plane.
Colonel Muth sat in the right-hand or plane command-
er’s seat, staring out and down at the distant, huffling
tractors as they pulled with agonizing slowness out into a
pink dawn. The wind was a modest ten miles an hour
and blowing right down the runway toward them. They
had only to turn the aircraft a few degrees to begin a
takeoff run,

Next to Muth in the copilot’s seat slouched Captain
George Abraham Jackson, the only black in the Lang-
ley’s crew and generally regarded as the most skilled
high-pressure steam man on the base. ‘Gaby’ Jackson
had been raised as a youth in England, the son of a
minor consular official, but while there he had come
under the influence of the great model engineer Edgar
Westbury, bolder of many international hydroplane re-
cords and remembered as the poet of flash steam.

Although modern model hydroplane contests had be-
come increasingly dominated by supercharged one-
cylinder petrol engines, Captain Jackson had astonished
and dazzled the model world by winning the Class D
(unlimited) hydroplane classic at the Chiswick, England
model basin that past year with a world record of
ninety-two miles an hour, using his flash steam driven
Nickie XXII.

Having nothing to do until the Langley’s engines were
placed in start mode, even though surrounded by banks
of instruments and controls, Captain Jackson was care-
fully reading his latest copy of Flash Steam Monthly and
shaking his head over what appeared to be suicidally-
thin bearings in a new impulse turbine design.

Colonel Muth turned to his introspective copilot.
“Did you and the general get his flash steam outfit going,
Gaby?” he asked, finding the tense silence suddenly too
much to bear.
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Captain Jackson looked up from his magazine and
stretched. “We got thirty seconds, Bob. I told General
Beardsley those two water pumps wouldn’t be enough,
but he was dying to try the rig out, so of course we
burned out two feet of uniflow tubing at the hot end.
That burner is really a screamer. Terrifying!”

Bob Muth grinned at his copilot. “If you say that,
buddy, then it must be so! You think old Beardsley will
ever get his car built?”

Jackson shrugged narrow shoulders and winked a big,
brown eye. “He will if he doesn’t kill himself first, Bob.
The question is, who will drive the thing? You wouldn’t
get me in a sixteen-hundred-pound flash steam racer
intended to go two hundred miles an hour.”

Colonel Muth sighed. “I dunno, Gaby, about all this
speed stuff. I think I'd just as soon be driving Nate’s
twelve-ton Shay, holding seven miles an hour up a four
gercc:lent grade and puffing like it was doing two hun-

red.”

Captain Jackson stuck out a large red tongue and
made a rude noise. “Don’t give me that ‘speed is silly’
stuff, Bob,” he said at once. “You’d cut off your right
arm if somebody would put you in Mallard’s cab with
Driver Duddington when she came down Essendine
bank doing a hundred and twenty-six.”

“You’re absolutely right,” said Bob Muth cheerfully.
“But then, I’d also give a right arm to be driving the lead
South Park Consolidation with five engines behind me,
ramming the push-plow through to Gunnison against
fourteen-foot drifts.”

Captain Jackson’s large, dark face assumed a thought-
ful cast. “Who wouldn’t?” he said finally and almost to
himself.

In the center of the control panels surrounding the two
pilots were inset two miniature TV screens. Certain
commands to the Langley could only be given by certain
people, and it was essential that the Langley’s crew
actually see who was issuing the order. Now these two
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screens were alight and showing the thin, patrician,
white-moustached face of General Beardsley, and be-
hind him the busy ops room of Moosefoot Airbase.

“Colonel Muth and crew of the Langley,” he said
from firm, narrow lips. “Commence the reactor and
engine check-offs. You will start the criticality sequence
on my order. We are towing the portable shields into
place.”

Colonel Muth and Captain Jackson stared at each
other in total disbelief that immediately gave way to
expressions of total triumph, as they simultaneously
looked back over their shoulders and saw the big Cats,
shouting in deafening bellows, dragging the immensely
heavy rolling shields between the Langley and the open
hangar. Since it had proved impossible to carry enough
reactor shielding on board the plane to protect any
ground crew at the rear of the Langley after the reactor
start, they had to interpose a lead-concrete rolling wall
between the airbase and the plane before she went
critical. This distressing and onerous requirement had
one silver lining; Russian jet fighters, which could move
at five to six times the speed of the Langley, might be
discouraged from pressing a stern attack when they
realized they were tearing into a thousand-Rem-per-
hour radiation field.

Betty Lou Muth passed the field glasses to her daugh-
ter and started the car. “They’re pulling out the shield-
ing!” she said in a tight voice. “I’m going to call Nate. If
we hurry, we can get back here before they take off.”

She floored it in reverse and spun the station wagon’s
wheels in the dirt shoulder as they jumped out on the
highway. With a scream of tires, the Muth station wagon
darted back toward the main street of Moosefoot and its
single outdoor pay phone. Twelve-year-old Alice Muth
peered out her side window with the big glasses, watch-
ing the distant Langley squatting like a winged spider on
a planet a thousand or a million times bigger than earth,
the crisp pink dawn showing through its multitudes of
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wheels. Even from two miles away it seemed to dwarf the
trees and buildings.

“Mom,” said Alice, “if Dad can get that to actually fly,
well, he must be the best pilot in the world!”

“Amen,” muttered Betty Lou Muth as the Moosefoot
city limit signs went by them at eighty miles an hour.
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THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES FACED HIS DAY AHEAD
with both annoyance and disquiet. For one thing, it
seemed ‘'obvious to him, though he readily admitted he
was no military expert, that firing a few ballistic missiles
from Nicaragua, over Costa Rica, to hit the Gatun locks
on the Panama Canal, was about as unlikely a way of
actually hurting the damn thing as he could imagine.
The trouble was that the canal kooks, for whom any
threat to their beloved waterway was more to be resisted
than a landing of Russian tank forces at New York’s
Battery Park, had their damnable wind up.

President O’Connell shook his head sourly at a room
heavily dotted with uniforms. It seemed especially omi-
nous to him that he had never heard, after two years in
office, about the Moosefoot Airbase and his country’s
three nuclear aircraft. After all, they were a part of the
United States nuclear deterrent, for which he was solely
responsible. The President felt even more distress over
the absence of his major domo and chief White House
aide, ‘Happy Jack’ Hanrahan, the man who actually ran
Chicago while Mayor Shamus O’Connell was striding
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about the South Side, tossing his white mane, wetly
kissing tiny black children, and running for president.

Happy Jack was a thin, wizened Irishman with a mind
so quick and all-encompassing that no computer data
bank or newspaper morgue could ever compete with it.
Happy Jack’s memory for names, facts, and faces was
more extraordinary than any mental freak counting a
field full of cows in seconds. The President rubbed his
hands and frowned. Jack would know plenty about
Moosefoot and the nuclear bombers, probably the name
of its Commander in Chief, how he voted, and who was
in the Maine state legislature from Moosefoot Township.

The President steepled his hands, pursed his lips, and
lidded his eyes, to imply deep thought. The longer he
could stall them, the more chance there was of Jack
getting back from California and keeping him out of
trouble on this.

But General of the Air Force Mike ‘One-Eye’ Zinkow-
ski was not prepared to wait any longer. “Mr. Presi-
dent,” he said in a respectful but firm voice, “the first
atomic aircraft is now prepared for engine start-up.
Under the Aircraft Atomic Energy Act of 1963, you must
is:(li:e the order. I now respectfully request such an
order.”

The President opened his eyes and cleared his throat.
Well, they were pressing him, all right. He peered about
the room, knowing that he had to say something incisive.
“General, starting the engines does not commit us to
takeoff, is that correct?”

General Zinkowski set his large jaw in a conciliatory
position and nodded. “Takeoff is a second and entirely
separate order that is transmitted directly from you to
the plane commander.”

The President sighed. “Very well.” He turned slightly
to face the TV camera. “Are we hooked into
Moosefoot?” he asked his press aide as an aside, and
when the man nodded, whispered, “Who’s that general
up there?”
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“Beardsley,” the aide hissed back.

“General Beardsley,” said the President of the United
States loudly, “do you recognize that I am speaking to
you as your Commander in Chief?”

“I do, sir,” came the prompt answer over the pro-
ggcted microwave link. “I await your order, Mr. Pres-
ident.”

“Then, General Beardsley,” said O’Connell, “order
the Langley’s commander to start his aircraft’s engines.”

Beardsley looked impassively back out of the TV
monitor, then snapped to attention and saluted. “The
wing is ready, sir. We will not fail the country, Mr.
President. Nor the world of steam!”

“The world of what?” said a startled President
O’Connell, but the screen picture had dissolved to
shards of blinking, bright lines. The President rubbed
his nose slowly and let his eyes drift over the many men
sitting at the big conference table, most of them watch-
ing him in a kind of attentive mindlessness or else
peering blankly at papers that lay in front of them.
O’Connell missed Jack more than ever, because now the
President’s sensitive political antennae were sending
disturbing signals. Either somebody was planning some
kind of weird coup or scam, or else the United States Air
Force had turned 1nto a kind of gigantic mental ward. Or
perhaps both. My mother wanted me to be an account-
ant, thought Shamus O’Connell with a sudden, sweet
sadness. I could be mowing a green suburban lawn
somewhere, right now.

Following the full check-off of the pre-start settings
and instrument readings, the crew of the Langley silently
awaited the criticality order. Muth and Jackson peered
at each other in suspended hope, their bodies stiff in
their contoured foam seats.

General Beardsley’s face reappeared on the TV screen
and he spoke stemlf'. “The President has ordered the
Langley to go critical and reach idling mode. I order you
to start your engines at once, Colonel Muth.”

Bob Muth pushed the radiation alarm button to warn
anyone between the shield and the plane of a start-up.
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“Qkay, Harry,” he said quietly on the intercom to Major
Fisk. “Go.”

Harry Fisk, the Langley’s chief flight engineer, was
now responsible for starting the reactor, then the steam
turbines. He unlocked the tuel-rod switches and set the
automatic damper-rod servos on withdrawal for nor-
mal start. As the rods came out and the multiplication
factor approached unity, Fisk intently watched his temp-
erature gauges for the reaction chamber. One of the
very many problems with the Langley’s power plant
on start was that the reactor needed an immediate
flow of water to prevent it from melting through the
bottom of the plane and the asphalt runway as soon as
the chain reaction was self-sustaining, but the turbines
could not function to pump that water until they had
steam. Furthermore, the gigantic steam-to-air condens-
ers that made up much of the Langley’s wing struc-
ture needed air flow from the turbofans to condense the
exhaust steam so it could be pumped back through the
reactor as water. In essence, everything had to happen
at once.

Fortunately, the cold condensers had so much metal
that they could function for a few moments without any
air flow. But the main and condensate pumps had to be
bootstrapped from somewhere else, specifically a series
of hydrogen peroxide steam generators that fed the
pump turbines for the few moments it took to get the
main turbines going.

Major Fisk continued to follow, second by second, the
conditions in the reactor pressure vessel. They were now
well beyond nuclear criticality and the temperatures
were rising steeply. At twelve hundred Fahrenheit the
pressure began to rise exEonentially. Major Fisk pressed
the ignition buttons on the peroxide units and muttered
a brief prayer.

Immediately the peroxide steam began to blow
through the pump turbines and out a number of bypass
valves onto the tarmac under the wings and body, so that
the entire huge space under the Langley was instantly
filled with a (fense white fog.
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General Beardsley, watching all this from the shielded
Operations office high above the field, smiled at his
communications officer. *‘Kind of looks like a Virginian
triplex blowing all her steam and drain cocks at once, eh,
Captain Frothingham?”

“Wider than a triplex, General,” muttered the officer,
staring in wonder at the sight.

“Heavier, too,” chuckled General Beardsley.

The sudden burst of steam brought the pump turbines
and their directly-connected water pumps rapidly up to
speed, and main-line water sluiced through the reactor
vessel. This dropped the reaction temperature sharply,
but Major Fisk skillfully caught the thermal sag by
overriding the damper automatics and suddenly running
out the control rods. The hot steam now entered the
main fan turbines in abundance, then expanded to the
lower pressures in the wing condensers. And this expan-
sion began to turn the ten ponderous turbofans slowly
around and drive air back through the wings.

Steam Bird was running.

Betty Lou Muth had managed to reach her brother,
Nathaniel Hazelton, through his unlisted Washington
number, rousing the sleepy congressman from his bed
and the floozie with whom he usually shared it. Betty
Lou then roared back out of town and skidded up to the
fence just as the peroxide steam billowed out and up
underneath the Langley.

“Say a prayer now, Alice,” whispered her mother. “If
Dad’s crew mess up the start, they'll just wheel up
another plane.” She watched through the glasses, then
let her breath out with a rush as the vast steam cloud
suddenly blew backward and the Langley’s mass of
ls;;l)idery undercarriage stood once more whole and visi-

e.

“Well,” said Mrs. Muth in relief, “they got the fans
going anyway.” But she knew by a touch of coldness in
her heart that there was still one more large hurdle:
takeoff.

Colonel Muth felt the Langley, alive for the first time
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in her existence, vibrate up to idling speed. The ten huge
turbofans, five within each massive wing root, spun and
drove the air streams backwards. Even at minimum idle,
the huge engines developed some fifteen thousand
pounds of thrust, and only the automatic chocks sticking
up out of the tarmac prevented the Langley from start-
ing to roll ahead.

“General Beardsley,” said Colonel Muth, speaking
steadily at the tiny TV screen. “The Langley is prepared
for takeoff.”

General Beardsley composed his expression to an iron
rigidity and straightened to ramrod posture. He turned
again to the communications console directly connected
to Washington.



—_— IV <=

PRESIDENT SHAMUS O’ CONNELL LEANED IN THE DIRECTION OF
the Air Force contingent and swept out a stubby finger
that encompassed them all. “You mean to tell me that
we've gotten this far and the aircraft has no nuclear
weapons aboard?” He said this sternly from a grim
countenance, but inside the President felt suddenly
much easier about the whole thing.

The impassive Air Force chief plucked at his large,
bulbous nose, then adjusted his black silk eyepatch.
“That is correct, sir. You remember back in the early
sixties when that commission on nuclear proliferation
said there were too many different bomb dumps? Well,
we made a study ... quite a few studies actually . ..
and set a kind of activity-level criterion below which a
base wouldn’t store atomic weapons locally. . . .”

“And,” said the President impatiently, ‘“Moosefoot
fell below this level?”

“Yessir,” said General Zinkowski curtly. “With only
three aircraft, we just couldn’t justify storing any weap-
ons on the site.”

“Well,” said the President, his eyes darting, trying to
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watch them all at once, ‘““do you think we should arm the
Langley then, General?”

Zinkowski seemed genuinely shocked. “Sir, we’re not
claiming they’re sending nukes to Nicaragua, just missile
bodies. I'm not sure that would be appropriate . . .”

“Exactly!” said the President, stabbing at him with a
finger. “Then why should we send up the plane at all?”

The general shrugged and blinked his one eye, looking,
thought O’Connell suspiciously, like the damnable pi-
rate he probably was. “The Russians don’t actually know
the on-board bombs are dummies, sir.” He leaned
forward and gestured with a thick, black stogie. “Mr.
President, it was you who asked us to come up with what
you called an ‘appropriate response’ to the two Russian
ships and the missiles. If you want to try something else,
well, we’re ready to listen, sir!” The general adjusted his
craggy features into an appropriately submissive expres-
sion and waited.

But President O’Connell’s eyes were narrowing. With-
out Happy Jack whispering in his ear, he was lousy at
spotting their multitudes of gimmicks, tricks, scams, and
rip-offs, most especially the military and science gangs,
the one simply venal, the other venal and damn smart
besides. But now he suddenly seemed to see a glimmer of
sense in all this. Okay, so somebody way down at the
bottom came up with the Langley thing in good faith,
but before the upper brass could squash it and think of
something else, it arrived here at the White House.

The President cogitated furiously. Moosefoot AFB
had been up there, a nuclear wing, ten or more years,
eating up god-knows-how-much treasure just to heat the
hangars. Never a mission. Never a purpose. So, how did
he really know the base was all that ready, engines
running, all that stuff? Was this really a part of his
deterrent force? How could he ever know if they never
went up? So, he decided, why not? Fly one plane and see
how soon it gets into the air, if it ever gets up at all.

The President steepled his hands steeply and tried to
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read their impassive faces. “No, General Zinkowski, I
think this is an appropriately measured response.
I suppose the canal lobby would prefer all three, but I
think one aircraft is fine for the moment.”

O’Connell pointed up at the camera. “Connect me
with the Langley’s commanding officer,” he said in a
strong voice.

“You’re hooked in, sir,” whispered the press aide,
shoving a scrap of paper into the President’s hand
bearing the words, “Colonel Robert Muth.”

The TV screens now showed Bob Muth’s large head
and keen eyes to the President and the others, while on
board the Langley Colonel Muth now looked back into
the face of his Commander in Chief.

“Colonel Muth,” came the mellow Irish voice, “do
you recognize me?”’

*“I do, Mr. President. I await your orders, sir.” Colonel
Muth locked his face into its sternest mold, although
under his thighs, out of sight of the camera, he had his
fingers crossed on both hands.

“Then Colonel Muth, I order you to take off at once!”

The onboard TV screens blanked as the Langley
instantly went into takeoff mode. “Operations,” said
Muth rapidly, “drop the chocks.”

Immediately the hydraulic chocks that had blocked
about a third of the Langley’s ninety-six wheels sank
into the ground, and the huge airplane began to drift
forward.

“Ramp us to full power, Harry,” said Colonel Muth.
“Now. Go!”

Major Fisk immediately began control-rod pull-out,
and the turbine whine became a scream of slowly-
increasing pitch. The Langley began to lumber ahead,
drawing more and more air into her fans as she acceler-
ated. And as more air came through, so Major Fisk was
able to condense more steam and thus develop more
power.

Takeoff with the Langley raised a number of special
problems because of condenser lag during acceleration.

L]
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Reactor power was actually limited by water flow and
thus by condenser operation. Condenser operation, in
turn, was governed by reactor power as it drove the fans,
accelerated the plane, and brought in more air. The only
way the machine could theoretically accelerate was if the
condensers were sufficiently overdesigned at lower
speeds so as to handle excess water, and it was at this
point in the operation of the power plant that theoretical
anticipations and practical results had their most impor-
tant confrontation. For the long-departed design engi-
neers of the Langley had regarded the takeoff problem as
the thorniest of all—thorniest, that is, until someone
attempted to land a plane that had jumped this first,
essential hurdle.

But at about this moment in Washington, Happy Jack
Hanrahan, his dark, trim silk suit rumpled by a hard run
in from the helicopter on the South Lawn, burst into the
President’s conference room and stared at them all. The
tiny, wrinkled man walked rapidly around the table and
bent over the President, cupping both hands around
O’Connell’s large, right ear.

“For God’s sake, Shamus,” he said in a harsh whisper.
“S}op them! That crazy thing will roll-up and blow
up.”

Shamus O’Connell jerked around, staring at his wiz-
ened aide. “What the hell is ‘roll-up’, Jack?” he said
from behind a hand.

Happy Jack took off his pearl-grey homburg and held
it between their faces and the others at the big table. “If
the airplane crashes, the whole damn reactor, shield, and
pipes will tear out and roll along the ground. The shield
1s so heavy that it can collapse the reactor core in on
itself. Jesus, Shamus, it’s possible the thing could be-
come a nuclear bomb with as much as a twenty-kiloton
yield! Furthermore, the damn planes have never flown
before! Nobody is sure how long a runway they need to
take off!” This last seemed to frighten even thin-lipped,
deadpan Happy Jack, and he fiercely rubbed one lined
cheek, his eyes wide.
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President O’Connell stared, shocked, into his old
friend’s dour face. “What if they don’t get off, Jack?”

Hanrahan flipped his hat on the table and twirled his
two forefingers around each other, making a smaller and
smaller twirl. He suddenly popped his two hands apart,
all the fingers flying out in an explosive gesture.

A dismayed President O’Connell turned again to the
room, “Get me General Beardsley in Moosefoot, at
once!” he said in a hoarse voice.

The TV screens flashed up and they again saw part of
Moosefoot ops room with General Beardsley’s mask-like
face staring at them. The President breathed more
easily. At least communications seemed to be pretty
dependable today. “General,” he said in a level -voice,
“abort the takeoff. Order the planes towed back into
their hangars. I've decided on another response to the
Nicaraguan missiles.”

General Beardsley snapped to attention, staring
straight ahead. “The Langley has begun her takeoff run,
Mr. President. At her present speed over the ground it
will be considerably safer to let her reach flying speed
and take off. Otherwise there’s a remote possibility of
what we call ‘roll-up’. . ..”

President O’Connell’'s mouth flew open. “You’ve
started the takeoff already?’ He peered down at his
watch. “What the hell are you doing up there, General?”
he snarled.

General Beardsley’s face remained graven rock. “You
ordered the Langley to take off, Mr. President.” He
paused, then more stiffly, “I think the taped record will
show that . . .”

President O’Connell finally lost his temper. “Listen,
you son-of-a-bitch, I know I ordered the damn thing to
take off. Four minutes ago I ordered it to take off!
General Beardsley, if I ask the CIA for a report on oil
reserves or the State Department for an opinion on West
Africa, do you know when I eventually get it?”’ He shook
his fist at the TV screen. “I usually get it when one of my
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aides reads about the conclusions that have been leaked
to the Washington Post or Aviation News six months
later! It took four months to hire and clear a swimming
instructor to teach my kids two hours a week in the
White House pool. I can’t usually get a helicopter on the
lawn or a limo at the door in less than forty-five minutes!
And now you’re telling me that in bloody Moosefoot,
Maine, wherever that is or isn’t, you began a mission ten
seconds after I gave the order?!”

The President’s eyes narrowed and he drew his upper
lip back from large, fang-like teeth. “I don’t know what
you’re pulling up there, General Beardsley, BUT YOU
WON'T GET AWAY WITH IT! I've taken enough from
you uniformed phonies! Your butt is now mud, General!
MUD! This is your Commander in Chief talking! I'll
break you for excessive zeal, General. And if that crazy
damn airplane . . . what the shit did you call it, Jack?
... rolls-up, I'll see that you’re shot!”

In the brightly-lit ops room at Moosefoot, the uni-
formed staff stood or sat, transfixed with horror, as
President O’Connell’s large, white-maned head con-
torted from fury to rage to cruelty and back to fury
again. But General Beardsley, standing stiffly at atten-
tion, was actually paying only partial attention. Even
though Steam Bird had not quite left the ground, he was
already framing his communication to Modern Steam
Power, a magazine that listed him on the masthead as
Consulting Editor. He would write it as a simple letter to
the editor, but he knew they would set it in a special box
on the first editorial page and follow it with long,
thoughtful, and supportive comments.

“Gentlemen,” he would begin it, “It is my great
pleasure to inform you that the first steam-propelled
airplane ever flown by mankind, the Samuel Langley,
piloted by fellow steam-enthusiast Colonel Bob Muth
and other highly-motivated men under my command,
took off from Moosefoot Air Force Base at . . .”

At the instant that the Langley had begun to move
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forward the Muth station wagon tore off down the
two-lane road bordering the runway outside the fence.
Betty Lou knew that seven miles further on there was a
broad open space in the forest that gave a view of the
final two-thirds of the runway.

A few minutes later she slammed on the brakes and
careened off the road up to the fence, stopping with a
jerk. In moments, Mrs. Muth and Alice were standing on
the roof of the wagon, peering back down the way they
had come.

The huge Langley grew larger and ever larger ap-
proaching them, but with a sullen, agonizing slowness.
There seemed no sense of lightness about her, no evident
desire to rise and lift. Looking through the glasses, Betty
Lou Muth could see that many of the huge tires were still
bulged out from the vast weight of the thing. The several
acres of wheels and undercarriage structure rumbled,
vibrated and mushed along the asphalt runway. The
gigantic plane now seemed to Alice like a weird insect,
perhaps a sick, giant wasp with masses of eggs hanging
off her trailing feet and trying, with no real hope, to
achieve a moment of flight. But this was no Japanese
monster flick! The thing was HERE!

*“Oh, Mom,” said Alice in a small, frightened voice.
“It’s going so slowly.”

Betty Lou put her arm around her daughter and pulled
her close. “It takes a hell of a long run, Alice. Oh, Bob,”
she breathed in a tense whisper. “Move it now. Put it
into full forward gear, baby!”

The Langley trundled along the ten-mile-long runway,
gaining speed with dignified deliberation. At mile-five
they achieved sixty-two miles per hour, still just barely
within the acceptable speed-distance takeoff envelope.

Bob Muth gently tested the wheel in front of him and
scanned the reactor monitor instruments. “How’s our
lift, Sergeant Stewart?”” he asked in a tight, low voice.

Master Sergeant Jim Stewart’s takeoff station was in
the little undercarriage office deep inside the Langley,
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where he was responsible for the complex retraction
procedures required to bring the Langley’s many wheels
up into her wings and belly. “Sixty-four percent now off
the wheels, Bob,”” he said promptly.

Captain Jackson, who was continuously tracking and
projecting the aircraft’s speed-lift-distance behavior,
shook his head in bitter frustration. “Bob, she’s not
picking up fast enough! We’re going onto the abort side
of the takeoff specs!”

Colonel Muth peered straight ahead through narrow
eyes, watching the huge ribbon of runway unfold in front
of him, seeing in the far distance a first sense of the
fringe of trees at the end. He had spent ten years
thinking about this moment.

“Steady,” he said sharply to them all; then, “Major
Fisk, two-minute maximum override on the reactor.
Now.”

“Done, Bob,” said Fisk at once, grimly watching his
dials begin to swing into their red zones.

*“Sergeant Stewart, prepare for a phased undercarriage
retraction. I’m going into partial rotation.”

With this, Colonel Muth pulled back on the control
wheel and the Langley’s huge, blunt nose slowly raised
up and up, lifting about half the wheels off the ground.
“Jim!” said Colonel Muth, “bring up all the unloaded
wheels. Now!”

And that was what it took. As the spidery undercar-
riage structures began to disappear into their housings in
the wings the Langley’s aerodynamic drag-shape im-
proved dramatically and continuously. This, plus the
extra power from the reactor override, brought her quite
smartly up to flying speed. At mile-eight-and-a-half
Colonel Muth spoke again, this time brisk and cool. “We
are now in ground effect. All remaining wheels up, Jim.
I’m completing rotation for takeoff.”” He eased the wheel
back and, as her angle increased again, the final sets of
wheels began to lift into the plane’s belly.

Steam Bird was flying.
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Captain Jackson, his jaws still aching from minutes of
tight clenching and his eyes wide, watched the end of the
runway pass at least two hundred feet below the climb-
ing Langley, then let out an explosive breath. He turned
an awed face to the plane commander. “Jesus, Bob. Even
Driver Duddington never pulled anything like that!
Beautiful, baby!”

Colonel Muth took one hand off the wheel and seized
his copilot’s hand tightly. His eyes were bright. *“Gaby,
we’re up! Look! Ground speed is one hundred miles an
hour!”

This announcement elicited a round of cheers from
the other crew members, followed by various shouts of,

“Nine-nine-nine!”

“City of Truro!”

“The Morning Hiawatha!”

“Flying Scotsman!”’

The magic century mark handlly behind her, the
Langley bored upward into the cold Maine air, her
turbines spinning with that splendid, solid whine of
machinery that knows itself to be cherished.

On top of the station wagon, Mrs. Muth and her
daughter watched these final evolutions of the Langley
clutched tightly in each other’s arms. When the last
undercarriage began to come up and the first line of light
showed completely between the Langley and the ground,
Alice Muth gave a triumphant shout. “‘He started retrac-
tion while they were still heavy . . . to cut down on the
drag! Oh, Mom, isn’t Dad just super!”

Betty Lou Muth was busy wiping her eyes and taking
deep breaths, her wide, full mouth now set in a massive
grin. “Your father is a nut, Alice, but oh, what a dear nut!
Come on, let’s go find out when Uncle Nate is coming
up.7,

And as the Muth car drove, rather more sedately, back
toward Moosefoot, Betty Lou noted with satisfaction
that in addition to several dozen private cars parked and
watching the takeoff, there were two white, remote-
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broadcast TV vans with their rooftop cameras continu-
ing to follow the distant, rising, but still impressive form
of the Langley as it began a wide, shallow turn toward
the north.



N VA —

THE PRESIDENT, HIS STAFF, THE JOINT CHIEFS AND THE REST
of them watched the Langley’s takeoff as transmitted
from a Moosefoot chase helicopter in total and pregnant
silence, and when the gigantic plane finally lifted up and
up over the thick, unbroken forest, President O’Connell
exhaled in an explosion of compounded relief and
disgust and turned flinty eyes on General Zinkowski.
“Well, General,” he said in a barely-civil tone, “having
put the Langley in the air, it seems to me that you have
certain problems with making a landing anywhere . . .
and especially in Moosefoot, Maine. The basic mission
of a nuclear deterrent force, General Zinkowski, is to
bomb, or threaten to bomb, the enemy, that is, some
other country!” He said these last words in a carefully-
enunciated snarl such as one might take with a four-
year-old having a supermarket temper-tantrum. The
President showed his fangs again, then gave them a
mock-innocent look. “If I'm being too difhcult for you
gentlemen, using too many big words, I hope you’ll catch
up with me.”

“Mr. President,” said Zinkowski in his most
responsible-sounding voice, “we have a number of op-
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tions regarding the Langley’s landing. Moosefoot AFB is
only one of them.”

“And why, General,” said O’Connell in a voice now
silky with rage, “weren’t all these difficulties. . . for
example, roll-up, too short a runway, no place to land,
and no place to put the thing after it lands ... why
weren’t these all at least mentioned before we committed
ourselves to takeoff?”

Zinkowski lifted his eyebrows and pointed with the
most unobtrusive of gestures. “It’s all in the Mission
Profile and Command Decision write-ups in front of
you, sir.”
~ *“Ah yes,” said President O’Connell, as though seeing
the two thick, thousand-page, secret-stamped docu-
ments for the first time. “It’s all here someplace, isn’t
it? . . .” He began to shout. “Listen, you bastards, I've
%ot more things to do than read through ten pounds of

orseshit science fiction dreamed up by you and your

id Ph.D. whitecoats to con a bunch of brainless,
at-assed congressmen into spending money so you can
have a new chopper to take you to your golf games! Two
rusty tramp steamers with tin missile ies that are
probably actually stuffed with cases of vodka and we
send up a flying nightmare that can actually crash at any
moment and produce a new Hiroshima in Maine! Talk
about curing the common cold with cancer!”

But at this point the President’s National Security
Advisor, Professor Andrezoti Bzggnartsky, his large,
thick glasses reflecting odd circular rainbows in the
brilliant fluorescent blast of the room, interjected a loud,
thick, Slavic, “Come, come Mr. Prezident, Zir. Calm
yourzelf. Zere iz an entirely oppozite vay to view ziss
zituazion,”

“Ah, yes, Professor,” gritted a now-blazing O’Connell,
partly out of breath from shouting, his eyes as thin as a
snake’s. “Do tell us how to correctly view Armageddon,
I insist!” Following a long-established yet obscure tradi-
tion set by his predecessors, Shamus O’Connell had
reluctantly appointed an Eastern European, thickly-
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accented hawk from Cambridge, Massachusetts as his
Security Advisor instead of his real choice, an old WWII
buddy who was a major general in the Illinois National
Guard. He had never regretted that decision more than
at this moment.

Professor Bzggnartsky swiveled his pointed bald head,
his glasses glinting balefully at everyone. “Firzt,” he said
in his heavy, penetrating voice, “Can ve underztand zat
ze Langley iz not likely, az you feared Prezident
O’Connell, to roll-up on takeoff? For one zing, if ze pilot
remained vizzin ze zpezificazionz, he vould have
ztopped ze plane or reverzed it before ze danger point
vas reached. Alzo, ze treez in ze voodz at ze end of ze
runvay vould have prevented ze rolling mozion
nezezzary to produce ze roll-up phenomenon. Zere iz no
gazoline aboard ze Langley zo zere can be no fire or
explozion.”

The professor paused and flashed a shark-like grimace
at the President. “Zome treezzz might have zuffered,
Mr. Prezident, but apparently, Maine haz many treez.
Ze Langley’z flight pathz and mizzion profilez in zoze
bookz keep ze Langley over ocean or ze polar vastes
unlezz, of courze, zhe iz ordered to attack Ruzzia.”

“Wonderful, wonderful,” said Shamus O’Connell, his
voice fruity with sarcasm. “We didn’t need to arm the
plane after all, eh, General Zinkowski? Just flying it
around over Russia should frighten the bejesus out of
them, I should think! And even though the Langley can
barely make three hundred miles an hour and MIG
twenty-fours can go Mach 2, they’ll really have to think
twice before they press an attack—right, General?”

General Zinkowski shrugged his large shoulders. “I
don’t think anyone is suggesting sending the Langley
into Russia, sir. The mission we’re suggesting is an
extended patrol north of Severnaya Zemlya, then . . .”

But at that instant the private White House phone at
O’Connell’s elbow gave a discreet buzz. The President
knew that these high-level emergency get-togethers often
served to divert his attention from other activities, and
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so he always had his most trusted people watching the
world, and the bureaucrats, with special care while he
was closeted away.

“Yeh?” he said quietly into the phone.

“Chief! We’re catching a shit storm at the switch-
board!”

“What the hell, who?”

“The whole goddamned eco-lobby, Chief. Green
Earth, Inc., Seal Watch, Whales International, the Arctic
Protection Society, Friends of Polar Bears, the Northern
Littoral Guardians, Sea Mammals Forever, the Alaska
Club, Save the . ..”

“What in hell is their beef now, Dave?”

“The Langley, Chief. They think we’re going to dump
it in the Arctic and irradiate a walrus or something.”

“How did they get that idea? The damn thing’s only
been in the air for thirty minutes.”

“The networks shot film at Moosefoot of the takeoff
and glayed it ten minutes later on the Good Morning
Breakfast Show. But the Arctic thing was in last week’s
issue of Aerospace News. They had a story on Ice Island
Three and mentioned how it might handle a nuke
airplane with shielded tractors, and not even bother with
a hangar. You could just cut a big hole in the ice.”

President O’Connell shut his jaw with a crunch. “For
God’s sake, Dave! Ice Island Three was supposed to be a
top secret concept. Furthermore, we don’t own the
damn...”

“Then why did you mention it to those four congress-
mcn'two weeks ago, Chief? You know this is an election
ycal'.”

Shamus O’Connell sighed heavily. “Why did I teli
those congressmen, anyway?” he muttered half to him-
self. “Well, look, Dave, you guys cook up a response over
my name, okay? Something to the effect that the Lang-
ley’s flight path is being rigidly controlled to prevent
even the most minuscule environmental impact and that
no danger...”

“What should I tell the Sea Bird Watchers of America,
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Chief? They claim the Langley’s tail-cone of radiation
will be cooking the frigate birds.”

*“Tell the idiots that when they find a damn frigate bird
that will fly three hundred miles an hour at twenty
thousand feet, I'll order them to shut down the Langley’s
engine and teach it to flap its wings!”

“Righto, Chief. Oh, I almost forgot. The Russian
freighters have stopped.”

Shamus O’Connell blinked. “Do you mean to say the
Langley has had an effect, Dave?”

“Doubtful, Chief. That raving queen on the Russian
desk at State tried to sell me that con, but we looked at
the latest spy plane pics under magnification and I figure
one of the boats has engine trouble and the other one has
gone alongside to assist. ... One of the crews is all
women, Chief.”

O’Connell really chuckled for the first time that day.
“Maybe they all got horny and decided to lay up for a
party and a screw. Ha! No wonder that limpwrist at
State couldn’t figure it out. I'll get back, Dave. Bye.”

The President drew himself up and fixed General
Zinkowski with a fierce stare. “The Langley is kicking
up an environmental hurricane, General. Although I'm
not yet too familiar with these most interesting and
obviously complete documents,”—he contemptuously
indicated with a thumb the two huge books in front of
him—*T assume that that important aspect of the mis-
sions and the landings is dealt with somewhere?”

Before the general could reply, Professor Bzggnartsky
had straightened up and was now pointing a nail-bitten
finger at the president. “Zir! If I may zpeak! Ve are
looking at zis completely backvardz. Vat are minor,
low-level environmental rizkz compared to ze triumph,
ze unique technical marvel itzelf! Zir! Ve are flying ze
largezt aircraft ever zent aloft! Driven by ze mozt ad-
vanzed propulzion zystem in ze hiztory of aeronauticz!
An aircraft zat can ztay in ze zky for many dayz, go
anyvere ve chooze! Zeze affluent midget mindz viz zier
prezzure groupz! Zese effete dezpoilerz of zeir own livez
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and zitiez telling ze vorld how to live! Zey muzt not
detract from zis achievement! Mr. Prezident! Ztand
before ze vorld, Zir, and proudly zay, Now, nozzing iz
denied America!”

That was quite enough for Happy Jack, and he did
something most unusual for him. He spoke up in a dry,
brittle, penetrating voice edged with contempt and men-
ace. “Let them eat neutrons! Is that it, Professor?”
Happy Jack dropped his fist heavily on the table with a
deadly thud and the room became very still.

“You . . . you from Snotsville-on-the-Charles.” Hap-
py Jack’s thin, ice-blue eyes fixed on the Professor.
“They’re still holding your tenure, aren’t they? You can
go back to slicing up your friends and screwing the coeds
any time you want.” His eyes turned like twin cannon on
the Air Force group. “And you bespangled bus drivers
have those wonderful pensions, a main contribution to
the present bankruptcy of the United States, not to
mention the one-hundred-K jobs in missile plants when-
ever you decide to leave us . .. well . . .,” he thumped
the table again, ““this administration has to get re-elected
... with votes . . . and it may be true, Professor, that
those environmental fruitcakes do filthy-up the suburbs
and spend most of their lives screwing with their psychi-
atrists, but . . . gentlemen . . . they vore! So let’s all un-
derstand one thing. We threw some red meat at the
drunks in the VFW and Legion bars when the Langley
went up. You boys are going to figure out how to get it
down without a ripple, and that means that everyone,
including the American Friends of the Snail Darter, are
gf)ing to be smiling and happy! Is this all absolutely
clear?”

It was, and President O’Connell gripped the little
man’s shoulder in gratitude. While Happy Jack had been
delivering his floor talk, President O’Connell had
slipped into reverie and briefly envisaged a large tumbler
of White House crystal, half-filled with neat Jack Dan-
iels, and containing exactly two, large, very cold, spring
water ice cubes. But the thought of ice immediately
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called to mind Ice Island Three, and it was obvious now
that his original naive theory that the Langley was some
sort of mistake was no longer tenable.

He leaned back and put his mouth directly at Jack’s
ear. “The Langley is a scam to annex Ice Island Three,”
he said, emphasizing each whispered word equally.

Happy Jack pursed his lips in thought. Then he gave a
single nod of agreement, but said nothing,

O’Connell spoke in icy tones. “General, the missile
freighters have stopped. I want the Langley held on this
side of the pole, if it actually ever gets that far, and in an
environmentally-neutral area. Is that both clear and
possible?”

General Zinkowski nodded.

“Now,” said the President in a new, deceptively
pleasant voice, “let’s talk about those ‘options’ you
mentioned in regard to landing the Langley, General, if
you would be so kind?”’



— VI <=—

COLONEL MUTH BEGAN HIS LONG, SPIRAL TURN TO THE NORTH
and east as soon as the Langley reached two hun-
dred feet of altitude. The geographic mission profile re-
quired them to leave the coast at Chaleur Bay, steer-
ing about northeast over the Gulf of Saint Lawrence,
then out to the Atlantic over the Straits of Belle Isle.
They would then turn more northerly, avoiding Green-
land and keeping over Davis Strait and Baffin Bay
until they came out over the pack ice to await further
orders.

It was hoped by everyone that this three-thousand-
mile climb would be sufticient for the Langley to reach
its estimated service altitude of around twenty thousand
feet. Climb presented many new problems for the Lang-
ley’s power plant since both the temperature and the
density of the air changed continuously with altitude.
These affected, in different ways, both the condensers
and the fans, not to mention the aerodynamic character-
istics of the plane itself. Since the continual reduction in
temperature and density had exactly opposite effects on
maximum fan horsepower, the Langley, in a more
complicated but similar manner to the huge old dirigi-
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bles of other days, was at the mercy of local weather and
the temperature lapse-rate through which it moved.

They had just left Dalhousie astern and come out over
the water when Captain Jackson looked at the speed
indicator and cleared his throat. “Friends, we are now
moving over the ground at one hundred and twenty-
seven miles an hour. Let me remind you that the only
man to officially achieve this speed under steam, until
now, was the great driver Fred Marriott, in a Stanley
racer at Ormond Beach, Florida, in 1906.”

The rest of the crew greeted this announcement with a
good-natured collection of jeers, cheers, lip farts, and
moans. The fact that the official 1906 Stanley record was
only one mile an hour faster than the great effort of the
London and North Eastern Pacific Mallard on Essendine
bank was a constant source of irritation to the locomo-
tive men. Jackson, of course, did not regard the margin
as in any way indicative of what the car was capable of
doing and he made another comment in a dry voice.

“I’ll let you know when we go past one-ninety, which
Marriott also achieved in January of 1907 before the car
flipped. That run was the penultimate moment for
supercritical flash steam.”

“Not officially though, Gaby,” said Bob Muth in an
earnest voice.

“I’m not saying it was, Bob. What I’m saying is that
the Stanley car was a hell of a lot faster than Mallard, no
matter how you slice the baloney.”

“But it’s so little,” said Muth, grinning, “And Mallard
is so big and green!”

The Langley was now accompanied by a considerable
fleet of consorts, all flying well ahead of the big plane so
as to avoid any problems in the deadly tail-cone of
high-level radiation. In addition to the Moosefoot chase
helicopter were several other rotary-winged machines
from the TV and wire service news groups and the
Canadian Air Force, plus two large fourteen-place char-
ter copters filled with periodically-cheering members of
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the New England Friends of Steam Society. The Com-
manding General of Northeastern Air Defense Com-
mand had scrambled three F-117 supersonic jets as an
honor guard for the Langley, but these had to be recalled
when it was found that they could not, even with wheels
and flaps down, go slow enough to stay with the big
bomber. Bush pilots, executive flyers, and various light
plane enthusiasts in the Maritimes soon joined the
parade, so that by the time they were starting over the
Straits of Belle Isle, several dozen aircraft of various
types were filling the sky ahead of the Langley, the whole
business moving northeast now at about one hundred
and forty miles an hour and accelerating and climbing at
almost imperceptible rates.

As the Langley made its gradual ascent, Betty Lou
Muth found herself watching three different TVs at once
and chain-smoking. By the time she heard the fire-
service copter coming down in her yard, every ash tray
was filled and the place smelled like a pool parlor. She
pushed open the windows, dashed about straightening
up, then stood at the open door watching her older
brother and an extraordinarily rounded young lady in a
tight red dress climb down the little ladder and dash
under the slowing blades in a ducking posture.

Betty Lou kissed her brother, but he was in a brusque
mood and peered about quickly. “Good. The car’s here.
Listen, Lou, give Emmeline the keys. She’s got some
errands to do in Moosefoot before this business begins
to heat up.”

Mrs. Muth looked doubtfully at the round, wide-eyed
face of the girl. ““Does she have a driver’s license, Nate?”
she asked.

“Several,” said the Congressman. “I have to keep
getting her new ones. Look, Lou, it’s only a half-mile
drive. We’ve all got plenty to do.”

After the station wagon disappeared going slowly
down the left side of the road, Mrs. Muth put her hands
on her hips and gave her brother a furious look. “Why
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did you bring your floozie up here, Nate? I’ve never seen
anyone so attracted to big tits! It’s terrible! A man your
age and you can’t even leave her . . .”

Congressman Hazelton had found the scotch bottle
and now dropped onto the big couch with several fingers
of booze gripped between grateful fingers. “Don’t give
me any bullshit, Lou,” he said. “I’ve been running since
dawn. Miss Pangini also happens to be my personal
secretary and I'm damn well going to need her when we
get your kids together. Now, where in hell are they?”

“Alice?” called Mrs. Muth, and her daughter, who had
been watching the Langley’s progress on her own small
TV, dashed into the room and planted a solid kiss on her
uncle’s scotch-sodden lips.

“Uncle Nate!” she screeched. “Boy, your secretary
sure has big tits!”

“And how would you like to be found strangled in
your own training bra, my pretty?” said her uncle with a
snarl. Then he fluttered his hand at her. “Okay Alice.
Stand out there and turn around.”

Pert Alice Muth looked exactly like every other
twelve-year-old girl at Moosefoot Central: faded skin-
tight jeans, a ripped tie-dyed T-shirt that said, “Kiss me!
I’'m Estonian!” front and back, a messy pony tail in an
elastic band, and filthy feet with green toenails crammed
into split jogging shoes.

The Congressman was already feeling a bit more
mellow and he gave his posing niece an actual smile.
“Tell me, Alice,” he said in an almost avuncular tone,
“would you happen to have such things as black patent-
leather pumps with button straps? . . .” and when he saw
that Alice tilted her head in puzzlement he added,
“Shoes, my dear. And white stockings that come up to
the knee and have a knit design at the top. A dark blue or
red velvety dress with lace at the neck and puffy sleeves.
Big red silk bows for braids . . .”

“Icky!” said Alice making a monster face. “Who
would wear such creepy stuff?”
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“I didn’t ask you who would wear it,” said her uncle in
instant impatience. “I asked if you had any such things.”

“Nothing like that here, Nate,” said Betty Lou, ab-
sently snuffing out a butt and pouring a short scotch and
water.

“All right, Alice,” said Congressman Hazelton. “Let’s
think if you have a little school friend who might have
such an outfit. Someone your size. Someone who goes to
church, to confirmation. Someone named Annette,
Marie, Jeanne . . .”

“Henriette La Pointe!”" said Alice at once. “She lives
right down the road and has to go to confirmation classes
and all that stuff. And she’s got lots of dresses. Her
father’s a local selectman.”

“Ah,” said Uncle Nate sitting back and beaming, then
pouring himself more scotch. ‘“Henriette and her father
a selectman, wonderful! Do you think she would lend
you an outfit, my dear?”

“Sure,” said Alice. “I'll tell her it’s for the Halloween
costume dance, you know, Lady Dracula or something.
She’s super! She wants to be a lesbian nun and teach
birth control in Bolivia! I’ll go on my bike to get the stuff,
Bye, Uncle Nate,” and off she dashed.

The Congressman settled back, beaming at his drink
and then at his sister. “Well,” he said comfortably,
“having disposed of the lesbian nuns, but not yet com-
pletely departing from the general topic, what about
Melissa?”

Betty Lou’s gaze turned suddenly icy. “Melissa is not a
lesbian, Nate. In fact, she happens to be living with a
very large and very heterosexual young man in a loft in
New York right now.”

“I’ll alert the Population Watch,” said Hazelton cheer-
fully. “Can lover-boy spare her for a few days?”

“Of course,” said Betty Lou Muth. She got up and
went to her desk. “She’s flying into Bangor this after-
noon. Here’s the flight number.”

The Congressman stuffed the paper into a pocket.
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*“Okay, Il call the state police and have them hold her at
the airport. Now, where the hell is Junior?”

Betty Lou shook her head frowning. “Well, he’s in jail,
Nate, over in Vermont. He’s been locked up four days.
He was in that Clamshell Brotherhood protest over
moving the reactor pressure vessel to the Saint
Johnsbury nuke site.”

“What the hell did he do?”

“I only saw the final part on the TV but there was this
very old blind lady who is a very big anti-nuclear person
and she had this long, white cane. Bob Junior was with
her right up next to the flatbed trailer carrying the thing.
It was huge, like the Langley, and the trailer had what
looked like a hundred wheels. It was moving about two
miles an hour. Suddenly, the old lady is shouting,
‘Where’s it at? Take me to it! Let me touch it?” Well, you
know how polite Junior is and how much he likes to help
older people, so he leads her right up to one of the big
wheels and she instantly sticks her white cane right into
the hub. It gets caught there and starts to drag her along
the ground by the wrist strap. Of course they have to stop
the whole convoy and after they do, some cop grabs at
the white cane and pulls the old lady over again. Then
Bob Junior...you know how much he believes in
non-violence, Nate . . . well . . . he urinates on the cop.
I suppose it was the only thing he could think of that was
peaceful and direct at the same time.”

Congressman Hazelton shook his hea