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Prologue




July 8, 2011

Merritt Island, Florida

 


Normally, a cloudy day in July was a blessing
in Florida, a reprieve from the relentless sun and oppressive heat.
Today, the sheer white film across the summer sky only meant bad
news for Jessica Marlowe. She wouldn’t see more than a brief
glimpse of the shuttle Atlantis as it took off for the final
mission in space.

Disappointment pressed on her heart, real
enough to cause a physical ache. Maybe she should have gone to
Kennedy and braved the crowds to sit in the VIP section with those
she held dear, just to witness the majesty of a space shuttle
launch up close one last time. Maybe it would have been worth the
risk.

But common sense had prevailed. No doubt she
would’ve cried, and she was enough of an emotional wreck without
something like the final launch to put her over the edge. The ache
in her chest pushed harder, like a weight on her solar plexus, a
reminder of what was about to happen, how her world was about to
change one more time.

Funny how you make plans… and God has a
little chuckle at your expense.

Glancing inside the house, she squinted at
the muted TV, a picture of Atlantis on the launch pad,
billows of steam and smoke surrounding four and a half million
pounds of rocket power. In the corner, the countdown clock ticked
to T-minus four minutes. No one had to tell Jess what that meant:
the crew would close and lock their visors now.

Though there certainly was a time when she
had no idea what T-minus anything meant.

At that thought, she touched her queasy
belly. It was the launch, of course. Every takeoff terrified her,
ever since the first one she’d seen twelve years earlier. Each time
the countdown clock started ticking, she feared for someone’s life,
for the loss of a dear friend, a respected colleague or… worse.

So she tried only to think about the miracle
of how they got up there, stayed up there, learned and lived up
there and then came home.

A miracle that happened almost every time.
Almost.

No surprise, the beach outside her
second-story balcony was jammed with tourists and space fans
gathered at one of the area’s best launch-viewing sites. Her gaze
drifted past the crowd to the gunmetal-gray ocean, then north to
Kennedy Space Center, a sprawling complex of science and hope,
filled with men and women who lived, breathed… and died… for their
dream of exploring space.

A roar from the beach crowd pulled her
attention back to the TV to check the clock. T-minus thirty
seconds. The onboard computers were taking over. More importantly,
most every technological glitch had been conquered.

Launch was a go.

The pressure in her stomach suddenly shifted
to stabbing pain, sharp enough to make her suck in a shocked
breath. Lightheaded, she used the other hand to hold on to the
railing.

“Whoa,” she whispered, shocked by the
intensity of the pain. Gripping the railing for balance, she looked
over her shoulder at the countdown clock. Sixteen seconds. They’d
fire up the main engine in ten seconds.

All those lives on board…

A wave of dizziness threatened and she closed
her eyes, swamped with memories so vivid she swore she could smell
the burn of liquid hydrogen, the pungent stink of fuel and fury
that hung in the air after a launch.

The crowd began to chant the numbers, loud
and slow and perfectly in unison.

The sound reminded her of another launch, on
a crystal-clear day full of promise and possibilities, her hands
locked with two people she’d barely known then. But they’d shared a
bond, a mutual love of their son. He knows what he’s doing, his
father had said. Deke can fly anything.

Ten… nine…

The knife in her belly suddenly slid and cut
deeper, making Jess whimper softly. Holy smokes, that hurt.

Eight… seven…

Two stories below, hundreds of people blurred
in her vision, the roar of their counting barely getting through
the throbbing beat of her pulse in her ears. Another agonizing fist
punched low and hard, and her knees nearly buckled.

Six… five…

She backed into the house, momentarily
blinded by the pain, grabbing for the metal rim of the sliding
glass doors but missing, then stumbling awkwardly to the floor.
Think, Jess, think. Where’s the cell phone?

Four… three…

Beads of sweat stung her forehead as she
crawled to the table, slapping her hand over the phone. Shaky hands
made dialing the number nearly impossible. She pressed the green
button, looked for the last call…

Two… One…

Please answer. Please, please
answer.

“There it is!” The screams floated up from
the beach, the excitement of witnessing a miracle in every
voice.

On the second ring, Jess managed to open her
eyes and look up at the clouds just as the fiery plume appeared for
a brief few seconds, orange and huge and headed for space.

“God speed, Atlantis.” She could
barely whisper the send-off as she doubled over with searing
pain.

“Jess? Are you watching? Can you see it? A
flawless launch!”

She opened her mouth but another wave of pain
brought only a grunt.

“Wait, I can’t hear you… there’s so much
noise here. Are you watching the launch?”

Her gaze slipped to the TV screen—the
shuttle, well past the bridal veil of clouds, hurtling toward
orbit, caught by cameras much closer than she.

“Jess? Jess? Are you okay? Answer
me!”

But she couldn’t speak. Her lids heavy, she
tried to focus. At the bottom of the television, the familiar NASA
insignia burned bright and proud, white and blue, tried and true.
That logo… those letters… they’d once meant nothing to her.

Then they changed her life. That symbol even
saved someone’s life a long time ago.

“Jessie! Answer me!”

She gave in and closed her eyes, the image of
that emblem burning her lids and her memory, only able to whisper
one word.

“Deke…”







 


 


 


 


Chapter One




New York City, 1999

 


An intruder had taken the place that Jessica
Marlowe had worked tirelessly for six years to earn. In the coveted
spot next to the president of the world’s largest public relations
agency sat a sunny, phony, conspiring interloper who twirled her
hair and shared a laugh with Mr. Anthony Palermo. Only Carla Drake
called their boss “Tony.” Already. After only two weeks at the
agency.

Jeez. It had taken Jessica two years to work
up the nerve to call him Tony.

With as much poise and nonchalance as she
could muster, Jessica strode to the opposite end of the table and
laid her Palm Pilot in front of an empty chair. She wouldn’t muscle
or flirt her way next to the boss. She could do so much better than
that. She settled into the buttery leather, willing herself to be
as cool and calm as her rival.

She would outsmart Carla from California.
Right here, right now. At this worldwide meeting of the top brains
in Ross & Clayton Communications, Jessica Marlowe would remind
Tony Palermo who was his best team player, his most creative vice
president, and the most logical choice for general manager of the
Boston office. She’d hit a home run and leave Carla choking in her
dust.

She just had no earthly idea how.

For a moment, she listened to the buzz of hip
and conservative Type A’s, charged with caffeine and the thrill of
being part of the elite think-tank session in the international
agency’s New York headquarters. An invitation to the forty-ninth
floor conference room on the first Monday of the month meant they’d
made it to the top, literally and figuratively. Called in from Los
Angeles, Seattle, Chicago, Atlanta, and, like Jessica, Boston, they
would concentrate on one client’s problem and no one would leave
until they’d solved it. Hopefully with a plan that would make the
agency beaucoup bucks.

It was bad enough the slinky blonde had blown
into the Boston office two weeks earlier and been named “the other”
vice president, essentially making her Jessica’s professional
equal. The fact that she’d gotten the coveted invitation to the New
York meeting really rankled Jessica’s nerves.

It didn’t matter. Carla could be sitting next
to God himself, but the better idea won in this room.

Suddenly, a low-pitched rumble drowned out
the hum of conversation as electronic room darkeners slid across
the massive wall of glass and eliminated the breathtaking view of
Manhattan. A young man with thinning hair and black-rimmed glasses
stood at the far end of the conference table, wearing Armani head
to toe and an expectant expression on his angular face. Until this
moment, no one in the room knew what the subject of today’s think
tank would be. He tilted his head toward the screen behind him as
four white letters slowly emerged out of an azure background.

NASA. Silently, he clicked to the next slide.
Jessica read the words with a sinking sensation of dread. National
Aeronautics and Space Administration.

Oh, great. Space.

Jessica shifted in her seat and resisted the
urge to rub her temples as she stared at the slide. Why couldn’t it
be like last month when they came up with a way to get more people
on cruise ships in the summer? Or the time she’d masterminded the
Free Fry-Day campaign for a fast-food chain?

Jessica looked up just in time to see Carla
shoot a cocky smile at the presenter. Had she been in on the space
secret?

Burying the thought, Jessica searched her
mental files for anything she knew about space travel other than
moon landings in the sixties and Clint Eastwood as an astronaut in
his sixties.

All she could conjure up was the
heart-stopping image of a space shuttle blown to bits against a
blue Florida sky. She’d watched the Challenger disaster in
high school. She’d learned everything she knew about Apollo from a
Tom Hanks movie. That just about exhausted her expertise on the
great beyond.

“Houston,” the presenter said quietly. “We
have a problem.”

The groan that spread around the table
shattered the drama of the moment. The speaker introduced himself
as Bill Dugan, a vice president in Ross & Clayton’s Washington
office and the head of the NASA account.

“Our client needs your help. Only the best
and brightest of Ross & Clayton can solve this problem.” He
issued the challenge with a weak smile.

From the corner of her eye, Jessica saw Carla
whisper something to Tony, who chuckled in response. Jessica
scratched a meaningless note on a pad in front of her.

As though set to music, Bill Dugan began an
eloquent situation analysis, taking twenty minutes to describe a
problem he could have summed up in four words.

Nobody cared about space.

That was why Congress was threatening budget
cuts and NASA had disappeared from the radar screens of most
Americans. Shuttle launches amounted to little more than truckloads
of junk to the space station. No one was walking on the moon or
traveling to Mars. Space exploration had become a yawner.

The challenge: NASA needed to be relevant to
America again.

The moment Bill stopped talking, the room
exploded with ideas.

“We need a nationwide grassroots support
program,” suggested an account supervisor from Chicago.

“Along with a total Internet-based
communication plan,” added the general manager of R&C
Seattle.

“No, no,” one of New York’s spirited media
specialists disagreed. “We have to tie their work into
anti-terrorism programs.”

Carla Drake’s throaty voice cut in. “We need
a press conference, from space. Live with open questions from every
major network.”

The room’s tangible momentum shifted to
Carla. A rush of adrenaline surged through Jessica’s veins, fueling
her bone-deep desire to come up with the Big Idea.

How could they make space travel matter
again? How could they capture the imagination and hearts of
America? What could make America tune into the next shuttle launch
and care about the countdown? What sells?

And then she knew.

“Why don’t we make NASA sexy?” Jessica’s
challenge silenced the room. She waited until every eye in the room
was riveted on her, mostly because she wasn’t quite sure what she’d
say next. A trickle of perspiration danced between her shoulder
blades. She was committed now. “We need to appeal to women.”

“Women?” Bill asked.

“Yes, women. Women are proven to communicate
with and influence their Congressmen far more often than men do.
Women.” Jessica leaned back and crossed her arms in a display of
way more confidence than her bare bones of an idea merited. “What
could be more appealing to women than a brave and handsome
adventurer willing to climb on top of a billion tons of explosives
and propel himself into outer space just for the good of all
mankind? What could be more heroic than a death-defying explorer
who risks his life so that we may expand our horizons?”

Blank faces stared back at her.

All but one.

Tony Palermo’s dark eyes twinkled and she saw
the old familiar smile from her mentor. “Go ahead, Jess. I think
you’re on to something.”

She leaned on her elbows and looked directly
at him. “Well, I’m thinking about… astronauts.”


 


 


 


 


 


Chapter Two




A man’s life depended on Deke Stockard’s
ability to find a crack no wider than a hair. He traced the smooth
surface with his fingertip, his eyes closed in concentration. He
knew the deadly imperfection could be found. If it was there. He
moved his hands in an almost loving caress, tenderly seeking a
break or weakness under his touch.

He didn’t care that he had found nothing in
the painstaking two-and-a-half-hour search because he’d stay in the
same spot for two and a half weeks if he had to. He adjusted
his footing, his body fully immersed in the space shuttle’s main
engine nozzle. Holding his breath, he stroked the same square inch
of metal for the tenth time and barely heard the voice from
below.

“Stockard, come on. That media thing is
starting and we should be there. Give it up for ten minutes.”

Deke released the coolant tube, memorizing
its precise location before responding to Major Jeff Clark. Deke
would have barked at anybody else for breaking his concentration
but didn’t have the heart to give his closest friend a hard
time.

“What media thing?”

“You know damn well what media thing.
The Public Affairs presentation that Colonel Price invited us to.”
Jeff stepped closer to the orbiter and peered up to where Deke
leaned against the massive tangles of wires and metal. “You find
anything yet?”

“Not a thing. But if something’s here, I’ll
catch it.”

“We have legions of engineers who are paid to
do that,” Jeff reminded him.

“Paid to fill out paperwork,” Deke mumbled,
climbing out of the engine casing. He swung his legs over the metal
scaffolding and easily made the two-foot drop to the ground. “You
think that was an invitation or an order from Price? I’d really
like to skip it.”

“No difference when it comes from the
Colonel, pal.” Jeff’s usual smart-ass grin spread slowly as he
poked Deke’s chest. “He’s expecting a full house.”

Deke sighed and squinted back at
Endeavour, studying the scarred and nicked orbiter, its
massive cargo bay wide open like a dissected animal. A few other
technicians scurried around, looking more at their clipboards than
the shuttle in front of them. And now he had to go to a media
presentation?

“Sometimes I think the priorities are a
little screwed up around here.” His gaze stopped at the American
flag and NASA insignia emblazoned on its side. “All right, I’ll
meet you over at Headquarters. I want to talk to Skip for a
second.”

“No sweat. I’ll save you a seat,” Jeff
promised and turned to leave.

“Don’t bother,” Deke called back to him.
“I’ll stay in the back for a quick getaway.”

He heard Jeff chuckle, but Deke hadn’t meant
it as a joke. He looked back up at the giant nozzle of
Endeavour’s main engine. Every instinct told him the
insidious hydrogen leak that had nearly destroyed the shuttle
Columbia during the last launch could occur again on
Endeavour. This time, the crew might not be so lucky.

He shook his head and walked away. Damn, it
could be right in front of him. Literally under his fingertips. The
last thing he wanted to do was listen to a bunch of PR blowhards
from some big agency tell them to have another press conference in
space.

Deke scanned the vast shuttle bay of the
Orbiter Processing Facility for the aging figure of Skip Bowker,
the man ultimately responsible for the safety of every mission. He
figured he’d find him leaning against the glass wall of one of the
offices, his signature coffee cup in his hand, looking a little too
damn calm considering the next launch was a mere three and a half
months away.

But Bowker was missing and Deke knew he
didn’t have much time to make the ten-minute walk across Kennedy
Space Center to the NASA Headquarters building. He knew better than
to be late for a Colonel-Price-issued invitation, no matter how
foolish the topic might seem. It was odd for the Colonel to insist
any of the astronauts and flight crew attend the meeting, but it
wasn’t worth questioning the order. He liked to rack up points with
the Colonel for when he really needed a favor.

Using a side door, he entered the auditorium
and bounded up two steps at a time, bypassing the seven or eight
rows of stacked seating to lean against the wall in the back. He
nodded to a few colleagues but avoided being pulled into a
conversation. He wasn’t staying long. He’d catch the essence of the
meeting, be sure Colonel Price’s secretary saw him, and then he
could slip back to the Processing Facility for another few
hours.

Deke was mentally reviewing the wiring when
Stuart Rosen, the head of Public Affairs at Kennedy, started to
address the group. With his mind on some vague dates on the
engineering log he’d seen that morning, Deke had to force himself
to listen to Stuart. Public Affairs was so damn far removed from
the real business of flying space shuttles and operating the space
station.

Still, he knew that image was everything to
Americans and, last time he checked, that’s who covered his
paycheck. Plus, he liked Stu. He just hated the BS that had nothing
to do with what really mattered in the program.

Stuart droned on about a woman vice president
from the Boston office of some supersized marketing firm called
Ross & Clayton. She’d come to Cape Canaveral to invigorate
NASA’s image. Deke almost snorted, visualizing the engine he’d just
been examining. If Endeavour blew up over the Atlantic
Ocean, they’d need to invigorate a helluva lot more than their
image.

Stuart stepped off the stage and led a light
applause for the Madame Vice President named Jessica Marlowe from
Bahston. Oh, brother. It was bad enough NASA had to
pay outsiders to do their PR; did they have to clap for it,
too? Deke braced against the wall and checked the path to the
nearest exit. He’d give her five minutes, seven tops.

From the front row, a young woman rose, set a
laptop on a nearby table and then replaced Stuart at center stage.
As she turned to the crowd, she flashed a mega-watt smile to get
their attention.

She certainly got his. Holy hell, after
staring at frayed wires and the inside of a shuttle exhaust all
day, this girl was a vacation for the eyes. And he took it.

He drank in every inch from her deep brown
hair twisted neatly in something his sister would call an up-do,
all the way down to a pair of high heels that might be hell to wear
but were pure heaven to watch. In between were a whole lot of nice
curves and long legs.

She stood straight and confident, as close to
attention as a civilian could manage, clearing her throat before
she smiled again. This time, it hit him right in the gut. He
couldn’t help it. He smiled back even though he knew she probably
hadn’t noticed him among her rapt audience of nearly thirty
people.

He watched her take a deep breath and smooth
a stray hair. Cute. She was nervous under all that poise. He
crossed his arms and settled back into his spot on the wall. Maybe
he’d give her fifteen minutes.

“Ladies and gentlemen. NASA is in trouble.”
She clicked a button on the laptop and the screen filled with
reprints of negative articles from the New York Times and
the Washington Post that appeared fifty times their original
size. Brutal headlines, all reinforcing her point that outside of
Cape Canaveral and Houston, most of the world didn’t give a crap
about the space station and thought the whole shuttle program was a
waste of precious tax dollars.

“The fact is, very few Americans know that we
have a space station up and manned and even fewer could tell you
what it does.” She let a laser pointer illuminate a particularly
nasty quote from a congressman who wanted to slash NASA’s budget.
“Space isn’t important to America right now. It doesn’t touch a
chord in our hearts. Not the way it used to.”

She switched off the damning headlines and
the screen backlit her, showing off her feminine silhouette and
giving her an unintentional halo. “The goal of public relations is
to create support for NASA and ultimately protect and increase the
funding it receives. To do that, we need to make space
relevant to the average American.”

Did Stu Rosen just say that she’d be staying
at the Cape for a while? Now that was relevant. Deke took
another lingering glance at the way her skirt hugged her backside.
Relevant and nice.

“Ross & Clayton is the largest public
relations firm in the world. We’ve spent a great deal of brainpower
on the problem and we have a simple plan. It’s the oldest and most
effective marketing technique in the world.” She paused and lit the
room with that sexy smile again. “NASA is about to get some sex
appeal.”

The echo of his unprofessional thoughts
jarred Deke out of his musings and he joined in the uncertain,
nervous laughter of the audience.

She clicked to a new slide, her magnificent
eyes balancing her serious demeanor with a touch of humor. He
didn’t know her qualifications and doubted she was thirty years
old, but she’d obviously studied this sex appeal stuff pretty
thoroughly.

“I’m afraid, ladies and gentlemen, that in a
space suit, all astronauts look the same.” She paused for more
laughter. “We propose to give NASA a face. An unforgettable,
grab-at-your-heart kind of face.”

You got one of those, sweetheart. Her
heels clicked in rhythm as she crossed the stage, a sound as
completely feminine as she was. “Then we’re going to give NASA a
personality. Engaging, attractive, and even a little mysterious. A
personality that is the polar opposite of the staid, conservative,
and stuffy reputation you are…” she said, teasing them with a wink,
“enjoying right now.”

She had them and she must have known it; a
glimmer lit her eyes. “We’re going to change your image through one
individual who will embody a new NASA.”

The silence lasted just long enough to be
slightly uncomfortable, and Deke wondered if he’d missed something
that she said. He wasn’t paying nearly as much attention to her
words as the occasional glimpse of cleavage he caught as she
reached to her laptop to click on the next slide.

“What is the sexiest thing about space?” she
challenged, crossing her arms and damn, just deepening that
enticing valley enough to truly distract him. “Astronauts. Daring,
handsome, risk-taking, gravity-defying, reach-for-the-stars space
cowboys.”

Suddenly, the image of a man in a blue flight
suit leaning against a Navy F-18 fighter jet filled the screen
behind her. Deke tore his gaze from the presenter to the face on
the wall.

Familiar black hair that had been smashed by
a helmet stuck to a forehead and touched the collar of the suit in
the back. A hint of laughter teased the lips of the photo’s
subject. Recognition numbed his senses as he stared at the
screen.

“Move over, George Clooney and make way,
Russell Crowe. America’s about to fall in love with Commander Deke
Stockard.” The audible gasp from nearly every person in the room
punctuated her sentence and sucked all the air out of his lungs.
“From his outstanding biography and obvious affinity for the
camera, we’re confident that we can make Commander Stockard a
household name and, in the process, make America swoon over space
once again.”

Each word detonated in his head like
unexpected grenades.

“And just how the hell do you plan to do
that?”

At the sound of his question, her eyes
flashed and she peered into the crowd, but she answered without
missing a beat. “Although most of the world doesn’t know this, it’s
a far more scientific process than you realize.”

“Scientific?” he shot back, aware that heads
had turned his way. “You’re in a room full of scientists.”
Scientists having adolescent fantasies about cleavage, but
scientists just the same. “You better explain exactly what you have
in mind. Miss.”

Just as he uttered the condescending final
syllable, her gaze landed on him. She raised her chin, giving him a
clear shot of her throat as she took a long, hard swallow.

“That’s an excellent question.
Commander.” Her ebony eyes narrowed, as piercing as her
laser pointer. “We do it through strategically placed photo ops and
a blitz of TV and print coverage that keeps the public wanting
more. We set him up on red carpets at movie premieres, side by side
with celebrities. Then we make sure it all gets into
Entertainment Weekly and on E! Television. We get him on Jay
Leno. We drop candid photos on the wire services. We seat him in
the front row of the seventh game of the NBA playoffs. It’s an
orchestrated campaign. That’s what a great PR firm does.”

Who the hell did she think she was,
plastering his picture on that screen and making pronouncements
about sex appeal?

He started down the steps toward her. “We
don’t go to NBA playoff games or movie premieres. We don’t seek
celebrity status.” He let the disdain drop like bombs with every
word and every step. “We are aviators and engineers and explorers.
We develop experiments to advance medicine.” He paused as he
reached the halfway mark, his gaze locked on his pretty target. “We
send satellites into orbit to monitor terrorism.” He moved closer,
purposely letting his voice intensify with each step. “We fix
billion-dollar telescopes so scientists can see into the past and
the future.”

At last, he stood on the same level, a few
feet away from her, glad for the advantage of his height since she
wore those stilts on her feet. “That’s what we do.” He
leaned in closer so she’d inch away. She didn’t. “It doesn’t
involve Jay Leno.”

A spark lit her eyes, but he was blind now to
her fiery appeal, furious with himself for admiring her physical
assets while she was busy announcing that he’d become some sort of
NASA poster boy.

They stood face-to-face, the audience no
doubt spellbound at the unexpected showdown. He waited for her to
back down.

But, son of a bitch, she just crossed her
arms and took a step toward him.

“Without tax dollars, Commander Stockard,
there will be no experiments, no exploration and no telescopic
views into the present or the past.” He could hear the tiniest
shudder in her voice, but she held her ground and his gaze. “NASA
has called in experts to reverse an extremely negative tide of
public opinion. This is one tactic that hasn’t been tried and one
we know can work.”

You are sorely mistaken, sweetheart.
He was nobody’s tactic. He finally broke their eye contact
and brushed by her to leave the room.

“Count me out, spin doctor.”

* * *

Oh, boy. Professional purgatory might be
worse than she’d feared. Jessica watched the imposing figure
disappear, along with about a quart of blood from her head. She
turned and offered a tenuous smile to her audience, hoping the
perspiration that had started when she got off the plane in this
swamp didn’t start forming a puddle around her feet.

Stuart Rosen, bless him, immediately closed
the meeting with assurance that the kinks in the program would be
worked out. As the room emptied, Jessica took a chance that Stuart
was truly the good guy the Washington-based NASA account team had
promised when she had accepted this hellacious assignment. Your
idea, your job, Tony had said.

As if she’d had a choice.

“Stuart,” she said, tapping papers into a
manila file, “couldn’t you have warned the poor man ahead of time
that he’d been hand-picked to be the next household
heartthrob?”

Humor twinkled in Stuart’s warm eyes. “And
ruin that classic NASA moment?” At her flabbergasted look, he
laughed. “Just kidding. In all seriousness, I thought Colonel Price
had told him. We’d better go see our fearless leader right
now.”

She eyed the burly, slightly balding man who
would now be her daily client contact. She had only met him a few
minutes earlier, when she arrived at Kennedy Space Center for her
first meeting to brief NASA’s public affairs team on the plan.
She’d been uneasy at the sight of so many people at the
presentation, but Stuart had assured her this was standard
procedure.

“Then you might have warned me he’d be
lurking up in the cheap seats.”

“Didn’t your colleagues at the agency let you
in on the NASA secret, Jessica?” He smiled and shrugged. “Brilliant
engineers. Lousy communicators.”

“I don’t know about that. Commander Stockard
certainly made himself clear.” Jessica turned to the image of a
larger-than-life astronaut that still burned on the screen.

The blurred photo really didn’t do him
justice. It didn’t capture the intensity of eyes so blue they were
downright navy. It certainly didn’t reveal his power or the way he
could slash a person with a few words. Mesmerized, she had been
barely able to breathe, let alone look away from him while he
ranted about explorers and telescopes and terrorism.

“If he has the same effect on the women of
America,” she muttered, “we could actually pull this off.”

And that, Jessica reminded herself as she
removed his image with a single click of her laptop’s mouse, was
really the only thing that mattered. Complete success if she had a
snowball’s chance of preserving everything she’d worked for years
to achieve. Her whole world basically hung in the balance, and she
wasn’t about to let some astronaut with an attitude tip the
scales.

A few minutes later, Stuart and Jessica stood
in the lobby outside James D. Price’s office. She squeezed the
leather strap of her briefcase and studied a dramatic oil painting
of a space shuttle poised for launch. A metal plate captioned the
picture with five words.

Failure is not an option.

No kidding. She simply couldn’t go back to
Boston a failure. She’d rather take on all of NASA, including the
insolent Commander Stockard, than lose her shot at the highest rung
of the ladder she’d been climbing. Much as she hated leaving home
and the visibility she needed as she vied for the top job in
Boston, this was the biggest opportunity she’d ever have to prove
herself to management. Nothing—make that no one—would ruin it for
her.

Stuart leaned closer and spoke in a hushed
tone, “By the way, our boss is retired Air Force, but everyone
still calls him Colonel.”

She nodded in understanding.

“We don’t want to waste his time,” Stuart
continued. “So please go straight into your agency’s backup
plan.”

“Backup plan?” Jessica squared her shoulders
and turned to face Stuart. She had a cardinal rule in business and
it served her well: pick your battles.

This one was worth fighting.

Plus, they had no flipping backup plan.

“I promise you we have a winner here.
Commander Stockard is exactly what we need to make this work.”
Jessica thought about the force of his penetrating gaze, his
classically handsome face. “Central Casting couldn’t have sent a
better guy for the job.”

“Jessica, I’m afraid you don’t know Deke
Stockard. I do, quite well. He’s a pretty strong force around
here.”

She remembered the towering figure descending
on her like a trapped jaguar. “I don’t doubt that.”

“He has the Colonel’s ear and his opinions
count. He was brought over from the Navy not just for his legendary
piloting skills but for his management and engineering capabilities
as well. He’s got a central role in the safety of every shuttle
launch—a position very few astronauts enjoy—and NASA has him on the
fast track.”

She tilted her head and winked at him. “I
have him on a faster track.”

Before Stuart could respond, the Colonel’s
office door flew open and six feet of royal blue burst through it.
At the sight of her, Deke Stockard stopped cold, none of the
animosity gone yet from his blazing eyes. His gaze stabbed her and
he opened his mouth to say something, but a stocky man came up
behind him and laid a hand on his shoulder.

“Let me talk to her, Deke. We’ll work out
some kind of compromise.”

Jessica didn’t like the sound of
compromise, but it was better than backup plan. She
held Deke’s gaze, then stepped out of his path as he strode past
her with an expression so stony she almost smiled.

No wonder Bill Dugan was so anxious to pass
this assignment off to someone else. Who’d want to spend three
months trying to turn that beast into America’s sweetheart?

“Miss Marlowe, it’s a pleasure.” Jim Price
offered a warm handshake and a gestured invitation into his
office.

Greeting him, she noticed that his thick
black brows contrasted with a shock of white hair, as though they
somehow hadn’t gotten the message that this man had passed fifty
years of age. His wide shoulders must have looked commanding in an
Air Force uniform, although his charcoal business suit still
offered an aura of power and control. Jessica had been informed
that he used that control, and few words, to his advantage.

“You caused quite a stir around here this
afternoon,” he commented as he took a seat behind his immaculate
oak desk.

“I believe that was my assignment,
Colonel.”

“Your ideas are not universally popular.” He
straightened the one pen on his desk. “At least not with certain
members of the staff.”

Jessica leaned forward, ignoring the
increased thumping of her heart as she faced the man who could make
or break her game plan. “Colonel Price, I understood that Commander
Stockard had been briefed and agreed to this assignment.”

She distinctly remembered the conversation
with Bill when he’d promised to handle the background work with the
client. He’d briefed NASA and told Jessica they were one hundred
percent behind the unorthodox plan.

The Colonel nodded. “I discussed it at length
with Washington and it was decided that he should hear the plan
directly from your agency to fully understand the rationale.”

“Perhaps I could talk to him personally,
Colonel,” she suggested. “I can explain how little will be expected
of him. I’ll do all the logistical work on the campaign. That’s why
I’m here.”

That and the fact that Carla Drake had
somehow convinced Tony Palermo that since Jessica had thought of
the brilliant plan, it was only right that she go to Florida to see
it through to success. Leaving all of Jessica’s accounts and staff
in Carla’s hands for three months.

Jessica forced herself back to the
conversation with Colonel Price and away from the office politics
that nagged her.

“I happen to like the idea, and I think I
understand why you’ve selected Commander Stockard,” the Colonel
said. “However, our situation has changed slightly. We’ve made a
commitment to get the next shuttle, Endeavour, up on time.
There are several folks floating around on the International Space
Station who are a touch anxious to get home. One of the Russians,
in particular.”

Jessica noticed the look that passed between
Stuart and Jim and wondered just how a homesick Russian could
impact her plans with one astronaut on Earth.

“Deke plays a critical role in getting each
shuttle ready and his time for non-mission-related work is
limited,” the Colonel said.

Scheduling problems she could handle. “This
won’t take a lot of Commander Stockard’s time. He just shows up,
gets his picture taken, does an interview and he’s done.” She held
her breath, waiting for him to contradict her slight
exaggeration.

“Is it possible we could find another
astronaut for your project?”

Not a chance. She’d been through the bios.
They were all so ordinary compared to Stockard. Short or
balding or nerdy. Or married.

She chose her words carefully. “Commander
Stockard has an amazing biography and he’s obviously an articulate
spokesperson.” She couldn’t resist a saucy grin. “And he looks
pretty good in a flight suit.”

“Sex sells,” Colonel Price shot back with a
knowing nod.

“We’ll keep it dignified, sir. But, yes. It
does.”

The older man stood and stepped to his
window, his arms locked behind him. Jessica stole a glance at
Stuart, who shook his head slightly, silently telling her to say
nothing and wait for the decision. It didn’t matter. She knew no
compelling argument would sway this man. All she could do now was
wait for a verdict.

Colonel Price turned slowly before he spoke.
“You can have him on a very, very limited basis, Miss Marlowe. You
must accomplish this campaign with as little of his time as
possible. No lengthy media tours and he only travels for emergency
situations.”

Like an appearance on Oprah. “Of
course, Colonel.”

He tapered his gaze to underscore his point.
“If, for any reason, we have to stop the program, you’d better have
another tactic at the ready. Is that understood?”

She nodded, imagining all the military
underlings who’d flinched in the face of Colonel Price’s demands.
She wanted to ask why they might have to stop mid-way, but he
picked up his phone to make a call, indicating that the meeting was
ended.

She stood and thanked him, following Stuart
out the door. He shot her a smile both sympathetic and knowing.
“About that backup plan…”

“Do you think we’ll really need one?” she
asked.

“At NASA, we live by them. Everything has a
redundant system, in case one fails. You’ll get used to it. Anyway,
would you care to officially meet your guinea pig now? I can take
you to Deke’s office.”

Jessica slowed her step. She wasn’t prepared
for another encounter with Mr. We-Are-Explorers-Not-Movie-Stars
just yet. “I think I better get to my own office and call the team.
They could start working on our ‘redundant system’ in case mine
fails.”

But it won’t, she thought as she followed
Stuart to the Press Facility.

Failure is not an option.

A few minutes later, Jessica stuck a
fingernail in the chipped edges of the metal and Formica desk in
her new office, briefing Bill Dugan on the Colonel’s
instructions.

“We’ve got him for now, but Price made it
clear our time is tight and we need to have a backup plan in case
he has to stop. Do you have any idea why that might happen?”

“Not a clue.”

She could imagine the twisted frown on Bill’s
thin face as he adjusted his glasses and tried to look as important
as he had somehow managed to become. He’d never had much visibility
in the agency until recently, and now, because he headed the NASA
account in Washington, Jessica reported to him. At least for the
next three months.

“What about our Naval aviator hero turned
astronaut?” Bill asked. “Have you met him yet?”

She turned away from the open door and
lowered her voice. “Yes, I met him at the briefing. He’s a little
less than enthusiastic.”

A response came from the hallway. “That’s an
understatement.” She spun in her chair to see the man in a familiar
blue flight suit: tall, dark, and still not smiling.







 


 


 


 


Chapter Three




Deke heard her slight intake of breath when
she realized she’d been caught. He leaned against the doorway,
keeping his scowl firmly in place, even though he felt a tug of
sympathy when pink stains of embarrassment colored her cheeks.

“Bill, I have a meeting starting. I’ve got to
go.” As soon as she hung up, she stood and reached out her hand.
“We haven’t been formally introduced.”

He saw her study his face, appraising her
choice, no doubt, for the idiotic campaign she’d cooked up. He
steadfastly refused to meet her phony PR smile with one of his
own.

Still, he couldn’t help noticing how the
smile, phony or not, softened her pretty features and revealed
straight, white teeth. With a will of its own, his gaze continued
down, over the open-neck collar of her blouse and finally stopped
at the pink-tipped fingers she extended toward him.

He took her slender hand and nodded. “I wish
I could say it’s a pleasure.” Her hand was damp. And very soft. He
considered holding it a moment longer, but she pulled back
immediately as though she’d been shocked.

“Colonel Price seems to think we can work out
a schedule that will accommodate yours.”

“I doubt that,” he said, narrowing his eyes
in warning. “My schedule just got full. You better start
auditioning other talent.”

“I have assured Colonel Price that I will
take as little of your time as possible, Commander. We don’t intend
for our campaign to negatively affect your career.”

He sincerely doubted if this firecracker gave
a damn about anybody’s career but her own. “I bet a plum assignment
at the Cape could do wonders for yours, though.”

She paled, flecks of gold flashing in her
dark chocolate eyes. The same color combination as her hair, he
noticed. “My career has nothing to do with this, Commander.”

He needed to get his mind off her hair and
eyes and let her know who was in charge. In one swift move, he
stepped into the room and flipped a straight-backed guest chair
around before dropping into it, leaning the backrest toward her
desk. “I’m willing to bet you’re here because you think you could
skyrocket with this little stunt.”

He saw her attention drop to the lower half
of his body, wrapped around the chair, then return to his face.
“Skyrocket, Commander? Clever pun.” She stayed standing but
appeared to get some support by touching her desk.

Good. He was unnerving her. He rocked a
little on two legs of the chair. She’d be tough, but he’d faced
tougher. None as pretty, but that wouldn’t affect him. “How much do
you know about the space program, Miss Marlowe?”

She met his gaze, her fingertips splayed on
the desk. “You don’t need to question my credentials, Commander.
I’ve been thoroughly briefed, but I don’t claim to be an expert on
space. That’s your department. What I do need to know is how the
media works and what appeals to the American public.” Finally, she
rounded the desk and took her chair. “And I assure you, I know
that.”

He really needed to take her down a notch or
two. “But do you know what an orbiter is? Do you know how many
shuttle missions there have been? Do you have any idea what
experiments are being done on the space station? Do you—”

“I’m a quick study.” She cut him off and
adjusted her collar as though the heat in the room was stifling
her, but unknowingly offered him a tantalizing glimpse of the rise
of her breasts. “I’m here to handle the media, to create and
promote your image. My job is to get you recognized, publicized,
and adored by the American public.”

He had to stop looking at her body and
start listening to her words because they were frightening.
Adored by the American public?

But before he could force his attention back
to her face, she cleared her throat.

Good God. He’d been caught ogling her like a
teenager. He stood and gently kicked the chair back to its original
position. This was no time to start a mating dance. She was here to
ruin his life, slow down his progress, and force him into
ridiculous PR stunts that he abhorred.

He couldn’t let a little cleavage—well, not
exactly little—make him forget that.

“My schedule is extremely tight,” he said,
hearing the tension in his own voice. “I’m here this week, but I
usually spend several days a week in Houston. You won’t get much of
my time.” He glanced at the hallway, anxious to leave. “You really
should find someone else.”

“Perhaps you can do some of the work during
your flights. Reading and preparing for interviews, for
example.”

For the first time in several hours, he
laughed out loud. She was as clueless as she was cute.

“Why is that so funny?”

“I go in a T-38, that’s why.”

“Okay.” She sighed, holding her hands up in
surrender. “What’s a T-38?”

“It’s a supersonic two-seater jet that I fly
over the Gulf of Mexico.” He deliberately widened his grin. “I
don’t get much reading done on those trips.”

She opened her mouth to say something, but
suddenly brightened. “Oh, is it like a fighter plane?”

He cocked his head and used the same patient
voice he’d offer to a child on a tour of the Space Center. “Yes.
But T is for Trainer. F is for Fighter. This is a T-38. We don’t
generally fire any missiles on our way to Texas.”

Her eyes sparkled. “Does it have clear NASA
logos everywhere?”

“A few.” He didn’t like the direction she was
taking. “Why?”

“It’s a great photo op. You in the cockpit of
a little fighter-type plane, the NASA emblem blazing, an astronaut
taking off to Houston for some space business.” She tapped her
cheek with one finger. “I could do something with that.”

“What the hell would you do with
that?” He didn’t even want to think about the possibilities.

She bit the corner of her lip. “Well, I’m not
thinking Aviation Week magazine, Commander. I could take it
to the wire services, or Us, or People.” She stopped,
a definite glimmer in her eyes. “Maybe even The
Enquirer.”

“The National Enquirer?”

She smiled slyly and moistened her lower lip
where she’d just nibbled it. “That was just payback for the T-38
comment,” she said softly.

His heart rate, damn it, actually kicked up.
“I’m glad you think this is a parlor game.”

Parlor game? He sounded like a damn
librarian.

“I don’t—”

“You can communicate with me through email or
my secretary.”

“I’ll do that, Commander. And I’ll set up
media training immediately.”

“Media training?” He spun back around,
feeling like a marionette yanked back every time he tried to exit
the stage. “No. Not necessary. I don’t need to be trained.”

“Yes, you do.” She nodded, a look of
determination in her eyes that she probably saved only for
difficult clients. Watch out, sweetheart, I’m going to be the
most difficult of all. “I’ve trained lots of people who thought
they didn’t need it. But they did.” She stood, reaching across her
desk for a handheld device, clicking some buttons. “When are you
available? I can do it in one afternoon. All we need to do is make
sure you say the right things when you talk.”

He tried not to choke. She was
impossible. “I’m not paid to talk. I’m paid to fly.”

“Are you paid to be contrary?”

He grinned. “I do that for free.”

She blew out a little breath. “You know, most
people can’t wait to get their fifteen minutes of fame.”

“Then you should find one of them.”

“Sorry, Commander.” She cast her eyes down at
her electronic calendar and pressed a button, her lashes long and
dark against a creamy complexion. “There are no other candidates
for this job.” She glanced up at him. “You’re perfect.”

He dropped his gaze again, letting it linger
over her body with no subtlety this time. “Far from it, I’m
afraid.”

* * *

Three days later, Jessica accepted that heat,
humidity, and perspiration were facts of life in the swamp. She sat
in an open parking lot, the icy air conditioner of her rented
Taurus blowing right in her face. The refrigerated air finally
dried the damp tendrils that invariably escaped her clip just from
the act of driving to work.

For a moment she closed her eyes and imagined
the early November chill as the last of the burnished golden leaves
fell on the cobblestones of Beacon Street. No. She refused to be
homesick already. No time for it. She had to media train the space
cadet today.

She glanced into the rearview mirror to make
sure the mascara she’d applied in preparation for her day in the
studio hadn’t dissolved into black clumps between Cocoa Beach and
Cape Canaveral. Her gaze shifted from her reflection to a low-slung
silver Corvette pulling into the parking spot behind her, darkened
windows eliminating any view of the driver.

Who owned that car?

In a moment she had the answer, and she
slipped lower into the front seat of the Taurus so Deke Stockard
didn’t see her. But she couldn’t resist using the side view mirror
to take a secret study of him, of the aristocratic nose and sensual
mouth shadowed by the hint of a dark beard on the square angle of
his jaw. His straight black hair was about a half inch too long for
the military, but she wouldn’t let him cut it before the first
photo op.

As if what she wanted mattered to him.

She tore her gaze away, since she’d get
plenty of time to ogle him this afternoon. And if the media
training session generated the same kind of heat as he had in her
office the other day, she’d better be prepared for more involuntary
melting. Suddenly a minivan blocked her view as it slowed down and
the driver spoke to Deke before pulling in next to her.

As Jessica climbed out of the car and reached
in the back for her briefcase, Stuart got out of the van and came
around to greet her.

“Morning, Jess.” He held his own briefcase
toward the man politely waiting for both of them. “Did you see
Deke?”

How could she miss him in his race car? She
nodded at both of them. “Good morning, gentlemen.”

Stuart closed the car door for her. “You two
could commute together, you know. You live on the same street.”

Her stomach twisted just a bit as she looked
at Deke in surprise. “We do?”

Deke shrugged. “NASA housing.”

“Not exactly what I’d call it,” she said,
directing her attention to Stuart. “I must admit I was pleasantly
surprised. I expected a Quonset hut.” The blue and white bungalow
on Sea Park Road had caught her off guard when she first arrived.
Twice the size of her condo with a striking panoramic view of the
Banana River and its bobbing boats and swaying palm trees, her
temporary home had quickly become one aspect of her new life that
she liked.

The three of them fell in step together as
Stuart explained the housing arrangements. “Riverfront homes are
strictly for VIPs who have long-term assignments at the Cape. But
it’s great for a sailor like you, Deke.”

“I’m taking the boat out tomorrow, as a
matter of fact,” he said to Stuart. “I’ve got to get you and Wendy
and the boys out there again. I enjoyed that last time.”

She stole a sidelong glance at him, noticing
that he had abandoned the flight suit today and wore a pair of
pressed khaki pants and a black pullover that fit snugly on a wide,
solid chest. He certainly didn’t strike her as a river rat or
someone who entertained seven-year-olds on his boat.

“The twins would love it.” Stuart turned to
include Jessica on the conversation. “It’s fortunate for us that
Deke is one of the few astronauts that live here, you know.”

“I live here because my non-flying mission
time is devoted to pre-flight engineering on the shuttles,” he
explained with a pointed look to Jessica. “I still spend a lot of
time at Johnson like most astronauts.”



In other words, I’m way too busy living in
two cities.

“Convenient for us,” she answered brightly.
“Since the press flocks to Kennedy for launch coverage. By the way,
are you ready for media training this afternoon, Commander?”

He rolled his eyes and then looked at Stuart.
“Didn’t you warn her I don’t train easily?”

Stuart chuckled and put a hand on Jessica’s
back. “Don’t pay any attention to him, Jess. His bark is worse than
his bite.”

“The only bite she’s worried about is a sound
bite,” Deke remarked as they separated.

Not the only one.

In her office, Jessica inched the air
conditioner controller down to help eliminate the flush that still
burned her skin after the run-in with Deke. Stuart came back with
coffee and she tried to forget Deke Stockard’s attitude while they
discussed the contents of the press kit and she described some of
the media strategies she had planned. By the time she left for the
NASA TV studio, she had grown even more confident about the
campaign.

Once she
had a chance to phone her friends at the LA Times, People and Newsweek, not to
mention Entertainment Tonight and some of the syndicated shows, Deke Stockard and NASA
would make a high-impact
entry into the consciousness of America. Whether he wanted to or
not.

* * *

“Son of a bitch,” Deke muttered as he stared
at Jeff Clark standing in his office doorway. “Who the hell does he
think he is?”

“He thinks he’s the person who
single-handedly landed a man on the moon.”

Deke blew out a disgusted breath. “Funny how
history changes over a few decades. Skip Bowker was one of hundreds
of Apollo engineers.”

“Yeah, but he’s about the only one left in
NASA today, so he gets to change history. Anyway, you need to worry
about the present.”

Deke stood up and moved around his desk in
two easy strides, glowering at his friend. “Skip is not having that
meeting without us.”

Jeff followed as Deke strode out the door
into the hallway of the OPF. “Us? What us? I’m going to Skip’s
meeting. You’ll be playing spin the message with the hottie from
Boston.”

Deke froze mid-step and slowly turned to
Jeff. “That is exactly what I don’t want to hear,” he said,
pointing a single finger in Jeff’s face to make a point.

“That she’s a hottie?” Jeff asked, an
innocent smile threatening.

Deke decided to ignore it. “You’re coming to
this media training session as my backup. You promised, Jeff.”

“Yeah, I will. But we better have somebody be
our eyes and ears at Skip’s meeting.”

“I’m going to talk to him,” Deke said. “Is he
at the orbiter?”

Jeff shrugged and looked at his watch. “It’s
lunchtime. Try the pavilion.”

Deke strode into the warm November sun and
used the five minutes it took to get to the Headquarters pavilion
to calm his temper and stay focused on what mattered: Skip Bowker
was vague to the point of deception about the inspection
process.

He saw the familiar gray head buried in a
book, remnants of a brown-bag lunch half-eaten in front of him.

“Hey, Skip.” Deke sat down on the bench
across from him and waited for the older man to finish chewing and
slowly fold a dog-eared corner of his novel.

“Deke,” he said with a nod, turning the book
face down. “Thought you were off to the TV studio today.”

“I may have to change that,” Deke said, “if
I’m going to miss something important in the meeting this
afternoon.”

“Nope. Just routine review of inspection
logs.”

Deke clenched his teeth to keep from lashing
out a retort. No matter how old and irrelevant Skip seemed, he
still deserved respect. And he still called the shots in Safety
& Logistics.

Leaning back, Deke picked an imaginary piece
of lint from his khakis and spoke softly. “Nothing’s routine these
days, Skip. And February thirteenth isn’t too far off.”

Skip snorted a little. “Don’t you hate when
they pick those unlucky numbers for launch dates?”

“I’m not superstitious.” Deke knew as well as
Skip that the date had everything to do with the earth’s orbit and
timed encounters with the space station and nothing to do with
serendipity. “But I am cautious. And concerned.”

“You should be a little more like your
namesake,” Skip said, his grin baring slightly yellowed teeth. “I
knew Deke Slayton personally when he was in the Apollo program and
a bigger thrill-seeker you never met.”

Deke angled his head in acknowledgment. Skip
loved the fact that Deke’s parents were such space fans that they’d
nicknamed their firstborn son after an Apollo astronaut. But he
wasn’t here to talk about history.

“I don’t find anything about safety control
thrilling, I assure you.”

Skip waved a thick-fingered hand. “We’re in
good shape, Deke. Been through that bird fifty times myself. We
won’t have any trouble meeting that date.” When he squinted into
the sun, Skip’s creases deepened and the bright light emphasized
the age spots around his mouth.

He suddenly looked less of a legend who knew
the earliest astronauts and more like a weary old man.

A rush of sympathy surprised Deke. “I know if
anyone can get that shuttle ready to fly around the world and up to
the station, it’s you,” he said softly.

Skip looked like he might roll his eyes.
“Cool the flattery, Stockard. You’re the next big thing around
here. What do you want? I’m not changing my meeting time.”

Sympathy was wasted here. Deke leaned on the
concrete tabletop. “I’ve been living in Endeavour’s
fuselage, Skip. There’s got to be more worn insulation than what we
found in there.”

“Nope, we got it all. There isn’t any more.”
Skip crunched an empty bag of chips and shoved the remainder of a
baloney sandwich into a paper bag. “You’re searching for phantom
problems.”

“I’ve looked at Columbia, too,” Deke
continued. “I saw evidence of electrical arcing between exposed
wires and one metal screw head that’d seen about twenty-two
missions. What if one of the backups had failed? That second
computer was the only thing that saved that ship.”

Skip shook his head. “It wouldn’t have
exploded.”

“But they could have had to land manually,
dead stick, without a computer,” Deke insisted. “Which could be
just as dangerous.”

“We can’t do anymore wire harness
inspections. The space station equipment is nearly packed.” Skip
winced as he stood up to drop his trash into a nearby container.
“You just worry about your own mission on Atlantis in
May.”

Deke watched Skip fight his arthritis as he
tried to straighten his back. Maybe it’s time to pack it in,
Pops, and let the young blood do your job.

Standing, he picked up the book Skip had left
on the table. “I know you don’t want an astronaut anywhere near
your domain, but let me just fill you in on a secret. You’ll get
sick of me when Atlantis is in the sling.” Deke smiled to
cover the edge in his voice. “I’m a real bastard when I have to fly
the damn thing.”

“You’re a real bastard when you don’t.” The
strained smile didn’t soften the insult. Maybe Skip’s renowned
jealousy of astronauts wasn’t just NASA folklore. Maybe he really
did resent the fact that he never got to go up.

But that didn’t explain his vague answers or
the holes Deke kept seeing in what logs he could find. Someone was
screwing around with the whole inspection process, but he couldn’t
believe Skip would do that deliberately. Especially since he had to
know a little about the drama unfolding on the space station.

“Since I can’t be there today, Skip, why
don’t you forward me the latest logs?”

“Just get what’s in the system. It’s all
there.”

Deke remembered the frustration he’d
experienced earlier in the day when he’d attempted to do just that.
“I tried. Couldn’t get in.”

“Really?” Skip looked surprised. “Somebody
must have deleted your password.”

“Imagine that,” Deke said dryly.

Skip nudged Deke with his elbow. “Better get
goin’, Deke. They’re waiting for you in hair and makeup.”

Before he could respond, Skip lumbered
through the doors of the Headquarters building, leaving Deke stuck
with muttered curse in his throat and the tattered paperback still
in his hand.

He turned it over and looked at the cover.
The Spy Who Came in from the Cold. Good God. Somebody ought
to break the news to Skip that everybody was on the same side
now.


 


 


 


 


 


Chapter Four




Jessica relished the chill of the studio,
rubbing her arms as she watched a skeleton crew set up a camera and
lighting just as her subject sauntered in, precisely on time. An
entirely new set of goose bumps rose on her skin.

“Hello again, Commander Stockard.” She
intentionally locked her arms together in front of her but gave him
her brightest smile. He nodded and gestured toward a man who’d come
in with him.

“Miss Marlowe, this is Major Jeff Clark.”

“Have you come along to offer moral support,
Major?” Jessica asked as they shook hands in greeting.

He responded with a quick smile that lit his
clear blue eyes. “Please, call me Jeff. I’m happy to provide moral
support if needed, but it seems I’m being recruited as the
B-Team.”

An uneasy feeling crept through her. The rat
was going to try to arrange his own redundant system. She
shot a challenging glance to Deke. “We haven’t discussed a backup
plan.”

He spared her a look. “We haven’t discussed
any plan.”

“Commander Stockard.” She didn’t even try to
hide her exasperation. “Please. We really can’t succeed without
your cooperation.”

“You have my cooperation, Miss Marlowe.”

“Just Jessica is fine.” How did he know it
was Miss, anyway?

“I’m here, at your service.” He indicated the
studio with a mocking sweep of his hand. “It seems prudent that we
have another astronaut trained to do… this.”

“Are you planning to go somewhere, Commander
Stockard?”

“At some point, I’ll be traveling about a
million miles. In my business, there’s never any guarantee that I
come home from work.”

The solemn tone in his voice caught her off
guard. She realized that for all the background information she had
gleaned from his profile, she really knew very little about this
man.

Only the biographical sketch of his
thirty-seven years, which she had just drafted into a short article
for the press kit. His impressive education included “distinguished
graduate” of the U.S. Naval Academy, a master’s in aeronautical
engineering from MIT, and top of his class at the Navy Test Pilot
School. She knew he had been based on an aircraft carrier in the
Gulf War and was decorated several times and that he’d been on one
mission to Mir, the old Russian space station. Other than that, he
remained a mystery.

“I’m sure NASA prefers that you do come home
from work, Commander,” she finally responded, realizing that she’d
been staring a moment longer than necessary. “Of course I’ll train
you both together. Why don’t we start with a mock interview? Major
Clark, would you like to be victim number one?”

“Hey, I thought I was backup.” He nudged Deke
and winked at Jessica. “No, you let Harrison Ford here take center
stage.”

When Deke settled in a chair across from her
and clipped on a mike, Jessica explained she would be interviewing
him as though he were on a morning talk show.

“Let me set up a hypothetical situation for
you. You’ve been in the news a lot lately and you’ve been vocal in
your support of the International Space Station, Alpha—”

“I know what it’s called.”

“And you’ve been spending quite a bit of time
with, oh, Gwyneth Paltrow.”

He raised an eyebrow and shot the other
astronaut a look.

Jessica signaled the cameraman to roll tape,
then leaned back and took on the voice and pose of a talk-show
host. “Commander Stockard. You must know there are rumors and
whispers running rampant about NASA’s next big announcement. Are
you planning to marry Gwyneth?”

A shadow of disgust crossed his handsome
face. “I thought you wanted to talk about the space station.”

Jessica had no idea if he was talking to her
or the imaginary interviewer. In either case, she didn’t like the
answer.

“Might be a long afternoon if you don’t play
the game, Commander.”

“I am playing.”

And fighting every inch of the way. Fine. Two
could play his game. No more softballs. “Commander Stockard, is it
true NASA has cut safety programs to the very core in an effort to
save money? Are lives at risk every time we watch a shuttle
launch?”

His eyes flickered for a moment, then cut
through her. “Risk is a part of our business.”

She scratched a note on her pad. “What about
the media leaks that something very nearly went wrong in the
shuttle Columbia during the last launch?”

“It was a hydrogen leak, not a media leak.
Ma’am. Miss. Jessica.”

“Would you consider an acting career when
you’ve finished being an astronaut?”

“I’m acting like I enjoy this.”

“Why aren’t you married?”

His lips curled slightly. “Gwyneth’s busy
schedule.”

“Can you give me just one example of how
America benefits from the millions of dollars we send into—well,
into thin air?”

“Haven’t you heard of Velcro?”

She shook her head a little, not wanting to
let him see his volleys had scored a point of frustration.

“Okay, Commander. Let’s try something else.
Medical achievements. I think it’s an excellent way for you to
highlight the impact NASA has on the world. I read that for every
dollar spent on space travel, we receive eight dollars in benefits,
such as improved tools and insulated clothing. Can you highlight
some of the medical breakthroughs that are a result of space
exploration?”

He shifted in his seat. “Maybe you ought to
get a doctor to do that. I’m a pilot and an engineer.”

“I realize that.” She snapped off the
microphone attached to her collar and searched his face for a chink
in the armor as she leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Listen,
I get your drift. You don’t want to do this. I don’t particularly
want to be here any more than you do. But I’d really appreciate it
if you’d humor me. The sooner you cooperate, the sooner we can both
get back to our real work.”

“I thought this was your real
work.”

She offered a sweet, but fake, smile. “As
compelling a project as you are, Commander Stockard, I do have
other accounts, other clients, and a whole life that I’d like to
get back to. Help me succeed and I’ll take as little of your time
as possible.”

He stared at her, and despite the
sixty-degree temperature of the studio, a warm rush shot through
her.

“Please?” she whispered.

He brought his face closer to hers and she
could smell a mix of aftershave and soap. “You’re really very
tolerable when you let down your guard,” he said softly.

She swallowed hard and fought a smile.
Genuine this time. “Tolerable? Is that a notch just above or below
mediocre?”

He shrugged. “I don’t do mediocre.”

“Then we have something in common after all,
Commander.”

He said nothing for what seemed like an
eternity, studying her with the faintest spark in his navy-rimmed
eyes. Finally, he settled back into the seat. “Okay. Let’s just
make it fast. Pacemakers, CAT scans, laparoscopic surgery,
motorized wheelchairs, hearing aids. We’ve had a piece of ’em
all.”

His careless tone teased another hesitant
smile out of her and she jotted a random, meaningless note on her
pad, trying to still an unwanted thump in her chest.

After a few more minutes of what she feared
might be stupid questions, Jessica suggested they rewind the tape
and review the interview on the monitor. She tried to explain the
technique of answering a different question than the one that’s
been asked and advised him on how to deflect safety questions.

In response, he crossed and uncrossed his
ankles and looked at his watch no less than six times.

“I’m going as fast as I can, Commander. I’m
trying to help you because I promise you will not be this
comfortable on the real set of the Today show.”

“No, I won’t, because I don’t intend to do
it.”

“You’ll have to,” she insisted. “Don’t you
follow orders?”

“Let’s just make it easy on both of us.” He
inched closer to her and touched his ear, his voice low and
teasing. “If I do show up on the Today show, I’ll just wear
an earpiece and you can whisper in my ear.”

Droplets of moisture formed at the nape of
her neck as she stared back at him, unable to come up with even a
lame response.

“Enough, Deke.” Jeff Clark jumped in. “It’s
my turn. Go sit down and watch a pro.”

Deke shot out of the chair and walked off the
set.

“So, do you think you can handle that pain in
the ass?” Jeff asked in a confidential tone as he dropped into the
hot seat for his interview.

“I understand that he doesn’t want to do
this.” She watched Deke leave the studio, oddly disappointed that
he wouldn’t stay just a few minutes longer. “But, honestly, he has
all the right stuff—no pun intended—to capture the attention and
attraction of America. I truly believe it will help this country
want to embrace the space program along with him. And that’s our
objective. Making him a sex symbol is merely a strategy to reach
that goal.”

She heard the poised, professional tone in
her voice. But something about that man made her feel anything
but poised or professional.

* * *

He left the set, but Deke wasn’t quite ready
to leave the studio yet. From the booth behind the darkened glass
of the studio wall, he sat in the empty assistant director’s chair
to observe Jessica Marlowe on three different monitors.

He wasn’t the least bit surprised that the
camera loved her. And she obviously knew her job, asinine as it
was. He took a deep breath and listened to her ask far less
intrusive questions of Jeff. She had no intention of using a backup
astronaut. He could read her determination a mile away.

Son of a bitch, he just couldn’t get his head
around this PR business and why Price wanted him to do it.
His mission at NASA was clear and if it hadn’t been, he wouldn’t
have come over and left the life of a Naval aviator, a life that he
loved.

He didn’t worry about NASA’s image problems.
He never cared about image. He cared about flying and exploring and
getting the research done right. And he wanted to make sure no
lives were lost in the process. He thought of the growing
complications up on the space station, something the wide-eyed PR
girl knew nothing about. If they didn’t figure out what had caused
the hydrogen leak, the launch would have to be delayed. And that
could be deadly for one man.

Skip’s favorite war, the Cold one, would heat
up again in a big hurry if the Russians thought the Americans
deliberately let a cosmonaut die in space because the
engineer-astronaut responsible for getting the shuttle up was out
on a media tour. Then they’d have an image problem, all right.

Maybe someone should tell her. But if
something leaked, all hell would break loose. They’d have a real
media circus on their hands.

No, he couldn’t trust her with information
that confidential. No one could know how bad off the cosmonaut
was.

His gaze traveled down her body, giving in to
the urge he’d fought since he’d seen her in the parking lot this
morning. Miss Image-Maker certainly didn’t rely exclusively on her
impressive gray matter or that little skirt wouldn’t shimmy up so
far each time she crossed her well-toned thighs. An irrepressible
male response annoyed and alerted him.

Shit. He pushed up and left the studio for
the OPF, needing to concentrate on some spark-burned wires he’d
found near the coolant tubes. The less time spent anywhere near
that leggy brunette, the better.


 


 


 


 


 


Chapter Five




The Friday afternoon exodus of administrators
and managers signaled the end of Jessica’s first full week on the
assignment. It reminded her that back in Boston the offices of Ross
& Clayton were emptying as the staff headed to the conference
room for the week-ending ritual known as “Beer Friday.” A
melancholy wave compelled Jessica to dial her dearest friend and
favorite employee.

“Jo Miller,” answered a gravelly voice.

Jessica smiled at the familiar sound. “Wish
you were here… instead of me.”

At her friend’s tiny shriek, Jessica pictured
Jo running her lacquered nails through spiky blond hair, then
unclipping a funky earring to settle in for a chat. “Hey, babe! Ah,
we miss you so.”

“Thought you’d be at Beer Friday
already.”

“I’m avoiding it for as long as possible,” Jo
said. “It’s no fun without you.” Jessica knew her well enough to
believe the sentiment was genuine. “So how’s it going, Pygmalion?
Have you turned the space cadet into the next media darling?”

“Don’t be clearing any wall space for a
Silver Anvil yet,” Jessica warned, referring to the coveted PR
award. “But we have some interest from a couple of the networks and
I’m lining up a photo session. The man, however, needs a major
attitude adjustment.”

“Uh-oh. Captain America meets Wonder Woman.
Could get sticky. What’s he like?”

Jessica mulled over the right words to
describe him. “Intimidating.”

“As gorgeous in person as that picture you
found on the NASA site?”

“Better,” she admitted glumly. “But he needs
to be gorgeous for this thing to work, right? He’s easy on the eyes
but not easy to whip into shape, as I found out in the studio the
other day.”

“What happened?”

“I didn’t exactly dominate with superior
media training skills.”

“Don’t tell me.” Jo laughed into the phone.
“We had a clash of control freaks.”

Jessica smiled. This was why she’d called Jo.
Just to laugh at it all. But, even with the open invitation from
her best friend, she wasn’t quite ready to share the effect Deke
Stockard had on her.

“Never mind. How are my favorite
clients?”

The silence lasted a beat too long, sending a
tug of worry through her.

“Jo, this is me. I can handle it.”

“Well, most everyone seems to be fine with
Carla Drake as your temporary replacement. She’s met with every one
of your clients.”

Jessica dropped her head back against her
chair and closed her eyes. “I expected that. They know I’m gone.
Temporarily. Those clients are loyal to me and to the agency.
That’s okay, really.” Jessica knew she was trying to convince
herself as much as her trusted employee.

“True. But…” Jo seemed to be searching for
the right words, and for some reason, it was far more chilling than
her usual quick wit.

“But what?”

“She kind of talked Dash Communications out
of the Next Generation plan.”

“Are you kidding?” Jessica shot forward, fire
in her veins. “That’s my whole strategy for next year. They love
that idea! All the events, all the media coverage. Is she crazy?
That campaign will make the agency a million in revenue.”

“She proposed a different approach. Something
she did for another cell phone company client in California.”

“And they bought it?” Jessica asked. Not
possible. Not remotely possible. “I spent weeks creating that
campaign and didn’t Tony see the numbers? Next Gen was projected to
bill over two hundred and fifty thousand in the first half of the
year!” Nothing swayed Tony like profits.

“Evidently. Actually, her new idea is, um,
pretty sweet on the bottom line. Didn’t you get the memo on
it?”

“No.” Jessica rubbed her temples where a
familiar stress headache threatened. “What a lousy way to end the
week.”

“Do I have to give you my ‘there’s more to
life than work’ speech again, Jess? Come on, what fun things are
you doing down there this weekend?”

“Work.”

Jo’s familiar ‘tsks’ shot across the line.
“Guess I better lecture. Listen, even if you don’t get the guy on
the front page of the New York Times or single-handedly
arrange for sixty gazillion in new tax dollars for space–which you
will–everyone will still love you.”

“Don’t psychoanalyze my misplaced ambitions,
Jo,” Jessica said, not completely teasing with the request. “I know
your theories. And before you start with the motivational spiel,
please keep my poor little almost-eighty-year-old father and his
shortcomings as a single parent out of this.”

“You just hate me because you know I’m
right.”

“I could never hate you, Jo,” Jessica said,
twirling the phone cord and fighting a smile. “But that new blonde
who has her eye on my promotion could stand to have a few pins
stuck into a Carla doll I’m making.”

Jo moaned a little. “Listen to me. Don’t give
her any ammunition while you’re down there. She’s waiting for your
first misstep. Not that you make professional mistakes, but
consider yourself warned.”

Jessica thought of the media training
session. A disaster, in her opinion. And she hadn’t yet managed to
schedule a photo session.

“So, are you learning to surf this
weekend?”

“Good, clean subject change, Jo.” Jessica
laughed. “I am going to a party. Stuart Rosen is having a barbecue
Saturday night so I can get to know everyone.”

Jo chuckled. “A barbecue in November. How
absolutely Florida.”

“Please. It’s hot as July here.”

“Don’t complain. It snowed last night.”

A pang of envy shot through Jessica. The
first snow of the year, falling outside her picture window, dancing
around the iron gaslights of Beacon Street, covering her world with
white fairy dust… and she missed it.

“You just made me so homesick,” Jessica said
softly.

“Honey, I’m sorry, I forgot how much you love
winter. Go do your five-mile run on the beach tomorrow instead of
the ice-covered paths of Back Bay. You’ll forget about snow. Then,
when you go to the November barbeque, wear those amazing white
jeans you stop traffic in.”

Jessica laughed in response.

“I’m serious,” Jo insisted. “And don’t forget
some high-heeled sandals, which beat snow boots any day. The pink
ones we picked out in Saks last summer. I promise you won’t be
intimidated by anyone.”

Jess stretched, inching her chair back to
rest on two legs, feeling better just listening to the heartfelt,
sisterly advice. “I do love you, Jo. And I know you love those
shoes.”

“Excuse me. Is this urgent or can I interrupt
you for a moment?”

Jessica’s eyes popped open and her chair
slammed forward on the floor at the sound of Deke’s voice, dripping
with sarcasm and impatience.

“I gotta go, Jo. Bye.” Blood rushed from the
base of her neck as she dropped the phone into the cradle and
stared at him. “Don’t you ever knock?”

“The door was open,” he said with a dubious
glance at her phone. “Was that a reporter?”

“One of my employees,” she responded with
what she hoped was an appropriate amount of professionalism.

“Interesting management discussion.” He held
out a folder marked ‘P.R.’ “I reviewed your press materials and
have some comments.”

She took the folder eagerly. “Great. What did
you think?”

“You want the truth?”

She flipped open the file and saw the first
page of her press release, red slashes and handwritten comments
along every margin. “Maybe I don’t.”

“I’m a stickler for accuracy.”

She looked up at him, but his intense blue
stare forced her attention back to the page, to study the tiny
notes in perfectly formed capital letters with diagrams and arrows
and asterisks of additional information. A sea of red. A sea of
change.

“You tend to write things a little, uh,
fluffier than I would,” he said. “But I suppose that’s your
business. Bury the facts in bull—baloney.”

She snapped the file shut. He just didn’t get
it. This was to benefit his organization, his
livelihood. “It’s not bull. It’s called positioning.
Careful, planned, strategic—”

He held up his hand to stop her, all softness
disappearing from his face. “Go ahead, spin doctor, position
whatever you want. Just get it right. Do your homework.
You’ve never even seen a space shuttle.”

She resisted the urge to smirk at him. “No,
Commander, not in person. Perhaps I’ll arrange a tour at the
Visitors’ Center tomorrow.”

“More propaganda.”

“Then take me through Endeavour.” She
dropped the gauntlet with ease, knowing he’d never take it.

“Excuse me?”

She opened the folder again and scanned the
red ink. “You’re absolutely right. I’d like to see Endeavour
up close.”

He shook his head, his frown deepening. “The
OPF is highly restricted. Even if I took you, the orbiter’s under
intense inspections right now.”

“Every minute of every day?” She dropped the
papers on top of another pile on her desk. “I’ll go in the middle
of the night if necessary. I’m willing to do what I have to,
Commander.”

She saw his jaw clench before he responded.
“Fine. Meet me at the East entrance of the OPF tomorrow at six.
Sharp.”

“I’ll be there.”

“That’s tomorrow morning, Miss
Marlowe. Six a.m.”

She held his challenging gaze. “I know what
six means, Commander. Otherwise, I’m sure you would have said
eighteen hundred hours.”

He ignored the comment and turned to leave.
“By the way, I have to go to Houston next week.”

“Great. I’ll line up a photographer to go
with you.”

He shook his head, a sigh of frustration
escaping. “I told you. It’s a two-seater that flies about six
hundred miles an hour. You can’t just pick somebody out of the
Yellow Pages to climb on board and take pictures.”

“I’m sure NASA has a photographer trained for
it.”

“No. Not this time. I’m flying with Jeff
Clark.”

Pick your battles, Jess. She began
gathering her papers, then glanced at him. “Fine. We’ll just take
photos on the ground before you take off.”

He took a step back and stared at her. “Good
God, woman. Don’t you know when to back off?”

She bit her lip and picked up a pencil from
her desk. “Not when I need to get something done.”

Her fingers tightened around the pencil,
almost cracking it. She saw his gaze drop to her hands and slide
back up to meet her eyes as she waited.

“I’m leaving Tuesday at dawn from the
airstrip at the north end of the Cape. You can have thirty minutes
during my pre-flight check. I’ll be busy, so shoot around
that.”

She exhaled. “Great. Thank you.”

He stepped into the hall, then glanced back
at her with a teasing smirk. “Now you can call your boyfriend
back.”

* * *

The conversation played again in Deke’s head,
as he eased the Corvette into fourth gear and felt the surge of all
four hundred horses take the curve of South Tropical Trail just a
touch over the speed limit. Not exactly the thrill of a Tomcat, but
almost enough to take his mind off Jessica Marlowe.

Almost.

Why had he agreed to take her to the OPF? Why
was he letting her take pictures of him?

He had so much to do for the launch in
February and then more work to get ready for his own mission just a
few months later. He had no business fooling around with this PR
stuff.

And what, he wondered miserably, would his
father have to say about this latest stunt? He could just imagine.
The thought of Deke as some kind of sex symbol would blind Jack
Stockard with tears of laughter. They’d named him after an
astronaut, not a movie star.

For his dad, it was always about flying, ever
since they went to their first air show. Together, they had ogled
the stunt planes and toured the warbirds. They had sat in the
cockpits and Jack had pointed out every gauge and explained its
function. As they ate hot dogs under the sweeping wings of a B-52,
Jack had explained that his eyes alone kept him from realizing his
dream of being a Navy pilot. Deke knew his father always felt that
life, although it had been very full with love and good health, had
cheated him of his ultimate passion.

Deke had inherited his father’s keen
coordination, superior instinct and sharp engineer’s mind. He did
not have Jack’s deep brown eyes or their flawed sight. With his own
blue eyes came perfect vision and a well-honed sense of purpose
that had propelled Deke to Annapolis and Naval aviation.
Vindicated, Jack soaked up Deke’s career with pride and pleasure,
and because of it, they shared a deep connection.

His dad would surely wonder why the hell NASA
and that PR agency picked him. Well, he knew why. He knew precisely
why. All it took was a quick look down the roster to figure it out.
Except for him, every one of them—married. With kids, too. NASA
required discipline and personal stability to stay with the
program. He had both, in spades. He just had his reasons for
keeping clear of anything that resembled a lifelong commitment to
one woman. So he got stuck doing the publicity gimmicks.

Watching the Friday-afternoon revelers
heading toward the Cocoa Beach pier to play with the opposite sex,
Deke grabbed his car phone and punched in a number.

“Hello?” Her greeting was breathless,
sexy.

“Hey, doll.”

“Deke!” The squeal of delight in Caryn
Camden’s voice was unmistakable. “It’s been so long since I’ve
heard from you!”

Only two weeks. Is that long? “How are
you?”

“Oh, I’m great, Deke. I’m so happy to—well,
it’s nice to hear from you.” He knew the casual tone was added for
effect but, for an aspiring actress, her joy was pretty obvious. He
should call her more often. Maybe give her more of a chance.

He had been very turned on by her when she
cut his hair a few months ago at some walk-in place near the Cape.
He had watched her in the mirror as she trimmed his hair and amused
him with animated conversation. All the while, he’d admired her
shiny blond curls hanging down her back and the way she filled out
a tee shirt and tight jeans. They’d dated several times, but lately
he’d been too busy to call. He’d definitely give her another
chance.

“What are you doing tomorrow? Have I waited
too long to get a date with you?” He had a sense that whatever she
had planned, she’d rearrange her schedule.

“Oh, Deke. Um. Let me see. Okay,” she said,
hard-to-get act lasting about two seconds. “Sure. Tomorrow’s
great.”

“Great. I’ll pick you up at six. See you
then.” He clicked off and swerved right, loving the way the
Corvette grabbed the curve and leaned into it. Tomorrow morning
he’d have to teach Miss Propaganda a few things about a space
shuttle and maybe sneak in a few hours on the boat. Then later,
perhaps Caryn Camden’s baby blue eyes could distract him from
everything else.


 


 


 


 


 


Chapter Six




Jessica parked her car in front of the
Orbiter Processing Facility at five forty-five Saturday morning.
She’d given up her run to beat him there and swore under her breath
when she saw the silver Corvette parked in a far corner of the
deserted lot. The clash of control freaks was off to an early
start.

He sat perched on a retaining wall near the
entrance marked Hangar Two, dressed in jeans, a white tee shirt
pulled over impossibly wide shoulders.

As she walked toward him, she felt him assess
her and instinctively straightened her own shoulders and lifted her
chin. He would not intimidate Jessica Marlowe. She repeated the
refrain until she reached him.

“Good morning, Commander.”

He hopped off the wall and held up a badge.
“You need one of these to get in.” He slid it through a card reader
and held the door for her as they entered the cool hangar. She
shivered at the sudden drop in temperature and adjusted her eyes to
the bright fluorescent light, following him across the expanse of
shiny blue linoleum, past darkened offices and conference
rooms.

They turned into a vast, open area where the
massive white space shuttle hung from a wide metal band, elevated
about ten feet from the ground amidst a sea of silver scaffolding.
Jessica stopped mid-step and stared at it, awestruck.

“Oh my God. It’s huge.” As they got closer,
she could see hundreds of tiny white panels that made up the
outside skin of the orbiter, the NASA logo and U.S. flag painted in
deep shades across the side.

“One hundred and twenty-two feet long and
seventy-eight feet from wing tip to wing tip,” he told her as they
walked toward the three enormous engines in the back. “It can carry
a railroad car.”

They continued around the body of the
shuttle. Before she could ask one question, Deke spewed technical
facts at lightning speed, no doubt to confuse her. She tried to
follow, but the size and scope of the vehicle left her
speechless.

He explained the role of the crew and
described what happens to a shuttle as it makes its eight-minute
ride into space. He took each step around the orbiter with
confidence and familiarity and that uniquely masculine pride men
get over machinery. He seemed to forget he didn’t want to be there
as he explained how the panels heated upon reentry. Every time he
gestured with his strong hands, Jessica’s attention was pulled away
from the shuttle and riveted on him.

“Can I go in it?” she ventured.

He started to shake his head, then shrugged.
“Okay, just don’t touch anything.” He pointed to a metal ladder
near the front of the vehicle. “Go through that hatch. I’ll be
right behind you.”

She navigated the five stairs and pulled
herself through the hole in the side of the shuttle. He popped in
right after her.

“Living quarters,” he explained as she looked
around the cramped area. “All the space is in the cargo bay.”

She turned to study a sea of displays and
gauges, buttons and levers.

“That’s the glass cockpit.” He put his hands
on the back of one of the sleek captain’s chairs and raised an
amused eyebrow toward the screens. “One and a half billion of your
tax dollars to replace the technology of the seventies.”

“We better keep that tidbit out of the press
release.”

“Why?” he countered. “This is what makes it
safe. This is the reason we only have one blow up in a thousand
launches instead of one in four hundred and thirty-eight.”

She stepped back and stared at him. “Are you
happy with those odds?”

“Those are the odds I live with.”

“Why?” The question popped out before she
thought about it.

He assessed her with a long glance. “You
probably wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

“If someone didn’t take the risk, where would
we be?”

Her gaze traveled back to the wall of
technology and then returned to Deke, a quote and headline forming
in her mind. “We should play that up. You became an astronaut to
discover new horizons and make your mark on history.”

He put a hand on her shoulder, the warmth of
it seeping through her thin cotton blouse. “Spare me and the
American public that misconception. It has nothing to do with
making history.”

“Then why?”

His sudden grin blinded her. “Because the son
of a bitch flies seventeen thousand miles an hour, that’s why.”

The shrill tone of a cell phone eliminated
the need to respond. She reached into her bag and flipped open the
phone, her attention still on him.

Bill Dugan didn’t even give her a chance to
say hello. “Man, am I glad I found you. We have a huge problem with
Newsweek. They’re going with a deadly story about NASA cost
cutting. They have an insider who says money is tight and the
result is dangerous. They claim to have an internal memo, but it’s
not authenticated and their source won’t go on the record.”

“Who’s the reporter?”

“It’s Paul Zimmerman. He covers technology
and space but also does features.”

“Zimmerman? That’s good. I worked with him on
a cover story recently and gave him some scoop Time didn’t
have.” She’d also plied him with expensive Merlot on her last trip
to New York and listened to him gripe about his salary. She could
handle this reporter. “What’s he got?”

“He’s got an unnamed source, strictly off the
record, and an internal NASA memo that claims it’s just a matter of
one more launch till we have another Challenger on our
hands.”

Her stomach rolled at the thought as she
watched Deke peer into the cockpit. One in four hundred and
thirty-eight. One in a thousand. What kind of man gambles with his
life?

“Who knows about this, Bill? Colonel
Price?”

“The Colonel, a safety engineer named Skip
Bowker, and some of the staff are gathering at Headquarters now. We
need you to get over there, prep them, and get Zimmerman on the
phone. He’s agreed to do one more interview before they
decide.”

“Decide what?” she asked.

“Whether or not to go with the story.
Apparently the editors aren’t sure of the veracity of the
source.”

Jessica looked at her watch. “That means we
have about four hours. Newsweek goes to bed at eleven on
Saturday morning. Any story can be cut before that. Has Colonel
Price gone on the record yet?”

“Nope. Zimmerman will talk to him, but he’s
looking for a different angle since the Colonel has done
Time and USA Today already and talked about the
hydrogen leak.”

“A different angle?” Jessica studied Deke as
he fingered the leather on one of the cockpit seats, surely
listening to her end of the conversation. “I have an idea.”

He turned at the tone of her mystery in her
voice, a shadow darkening his eyes. She moved the receiver from her
mouth and narrowed her eyes in a challenge to him. “You like risks,
huh? Are you willing to take one now?”

He scowled at her, but she ignored it and
spoke into the phone. “Bill, I think it’s time we launched our
astronaut.”

“Stockard? Is he ready?”

“He’s ready,” she assured them both, trying
not to let Deke’s blazing expression weaken her resolve. “Who
better to vouch for safety than someone who has to fly the
shuttle?”

Deke shook his head in definitive denial. In
her ear, she heard Bill continuing. “Zimmerman would love an
interview with Stockard. Nobody ever gets the astronauts on this
kind of stuff. He’ll go nuts for those quotes.”

Jessica talked to both of them, looking at
Deke as she responded. “We don’t want quotes. Not if we do our work
right.”

“What’s the use of doing an interview if he
doesn’t go on the record?” Bill asked.

“Our goal is to kill the story, not help it
get published.” She searched Deke’s face for any sign that he would
relent. “No ink is what I’m after,” she said into the phone, a plea
and a promise in her eyes. “Commander Stockard can convince Paul
Zimmerman that there’s no story here.” Then she’d lay a little
groundwork for the puff piece on NASA’s hottest property, the news
she’d spoon-feed America.

“Please,” she said as she snapped the phone
shut and explained to him about the memo. “You can really help on
this and it would be a good introduction to the media for you.”

He crossed his arms. “You’re nuts, you know
that? Astronauts don’t speak on safety. Colonel Price does. I’m not
going to sweet-talk some reporter and tell him there’s no danger.
Who knows where the hell he got his information?”

“That’s what I’d like to know.” She bit back
a sigh of frustration. “Will you at least come to the meeting? You
don’t have to do the interview. Just help us formulate a
response.”

“You don’t need me to do that.” He stepped
toward the hatch they’d just climbed through, inches from her. “I
guess we’re done here.”

Jessica put her hand on his arm to stop him.
“Bad press at this time could really set our campaign back. It will
take even longer to… get rid of me.”

He paused and eyed her warily. “I’ll go, but
I am not getting on the phone with the reporter.”

“Of course not,” she agreed quickly.

Unless you’re ordered to. She knew
exactly what she had to do and how to do it. This was her
version of flying seventeen thousand miles an hour and, like it or
not, Deke Stockard was about to come along for the ride.

* * *

Jessica’s entire demeanor changed on their
way to the third-floor conference room of the Headquarters
building. She’d been mildly enthusiastic about the tour, but sparks
practically shot out of her as she hustled ahead of him. He did a
mental review of who had the most to gain from the public knowing
about the problems on the shuttle but didn’t dare slow his step and
risk losing pace with this determined fireball.

When they reached the room, a few members of
Colonel Price’s staff and some public affairs people had already
arrived. He took a seat at the far end of the table, leaning back
in the chair and silently cursing the fact that he’d never get to
sail today.

Jessica flew into meet-and-greet mode,
shaking hands and flashing that tantalizing smile at everyone. Skip
Bowker was on her like a fly to honey, too.

“So you’re the PR person who’s going to put
Deke on the map.” Skip shot a smile down the table to Deke.
“Shouldn’t be too hard for you, Miss. He’s born to be famous. Named
after an astronaut.”

“I’ve got that in his bio,” she assured Skip
as she shook his hand. “And it’s an honor to meet you, Mr. Bowker.
I’ve read about your work on Apollo and the shuttle missions.”

Skip furrowed his brows and a twinkle lit his
eyes. “I may be thinning a bit in the hair department and hitting
the big six-five this year, but don’t you want me to be on
the cover of People?”

She treated him to one of those wind-chime
laughs, then lowered her voice in a conspiratorial whisper. “You
help us get through this and I’m sure we can work out some kind of
feature on you.”

Skip beamed. Oh, brother. The old man was
dead meat with this woman.

“I can help you, Jessica.” Bowker leaned
closer. “This is all a bunch of malarkey, you know. There are no
safety issues. Those shuttles run like Swiss watches. Flawlessly. I
guarantee it and you don’t have to go any further than that,
Miss.”

Deke listened to Skip’s words and clenched
his jaw to stay quiet. He’d better be right.

“We’re going to need your help to prove that
today, Mr. Bowker,” Jessica said.

She had no idea what she was getting into.
But it wasn’t Deke’s job to save her ass. Let Colonel Price do it.
The sooner she screwed up, the sooner the Colonel would send her
packing.

With every person that came into the room,
the sense of crisis heightened. Deke acknowledged Stuart and the
Colonel with a terse nod. Before he could explain that he was only
here to help formulate the safety responses, Jessica took over the
meeting and started grilling the Colonel, leaning forward like a
racehorse that needed to be held back at the starting gate.

An uninvited pang of pure sexual desire
ricocheted through him. Did she have this much passion about
everything? She wouldn’t be around long enough for him to
find out. One bad Newsweek article and surely the powers
that be would yank her from the assignment.

“Colonel Price, I understand you’ve spoken to
this reporter already. Did you allow yourself to be quoted?” she
asked.

“It was strictly off the record. But, these
guys…” He held his hands out to indicate “who knows?”

“Damage control has to start with the facts.”
She looked directly into Price’s eyes, evidently not the least bit
intimidated by his title or position. “Is there any truth that
cost-cutting measures are having an impact on safety, Colonel
Price? I can’t formulate our response until I know.”

Colonel Price stared at her thoughtfully.
“Costs have been cut in a number of areas, but none that would
compromise safety.”

Deke ignored the fingers of concern that
squeezed his gut. The words were true enough. Maybe cost cutting
had nothing to do with the problems they faced on Endeavour.
But if a hungry reporter started digging around, the real story
might not be that hard to uncover. Very few people in the room even
knew there was another story. Including Jessica Marlowe.

She turned her attention to Skip Bowker.
“You’re the heart and soul of safety at the Cape, Mr. Bowker. What
do you think?”

“Ditto what the Colonel says, ma’am.
Absolutely everything is in order: inspected, re-inspected and
triple-checked—”

Colonel Price held his hand up to interrupt.
“We’re not going to give them confidential technical information,
Miss Marlowe. How can we kill the rumor started by this memo and
stop this reporter from yellow journalism?”

“We can drown him in key messages about
NASA’s unparalleled commitment to safety.” She took out a legal
pad. “Then we’ll confuse and overwhelm him with indisputable,
quantifiable, and non-confidential facts.”

Deke leaned forward, ready to fire facts at
her. Too much too soon could confuse and overwhelm the pretty spin
doctor instead of the reporter. At least he hoped it would.

They shot figures at her, answering her
questions as fast as she could ask them. From the number of times
the shuttles were inspected before a launch to the aggregate years
of experience of inspection teams. Skip Bowker knew most of it, but
he was a little unsure on circuit inspections and rewiring. Deke
filled in the holes with rapid-fire statistics and mechanical terms
that had to bury her.

She wrote furiously, throwing back questions,
forcing them to fine-tune the answers and sending an occasional
dirty look in his direction when he went so fast she couldn’t keep
up. But, he admitted with grudging admiration, that wasn’t very
often. In fifteen minutes she had filled two long, yellow pages
with bullet points.

Colonel Price reached out and spun the pad to
read it. “I can get these across in an interview.”

“With all due respect, Colonel, the real goal
is to kill the story.” She closed her eyes for a moment and shot a
look at Deke. “I have a rather unorthodox suggestion.”

A black ball of anger formed in his gut. He
opened his mouth to argue, but she deftly cut him off, addressing
the Colonel with her practiced, professional voice.

“Perhaps Commander Stockard could do it.
There is no better person on earth to speak about safety than
someone who has to take the risk. And it would be an excellent
introduction to the reporter for… our positive publicity
campaign.”

She tapped a pink fingernail on the page and
turned back to Deke. “You deliver these sound bites, but weave them
into a heartfelt speech about your belief in the program and why
you became an astronaut. You can convince this reporter he doesn’t
have a story.” She looked innocently at the Colonel. “Colonel
Price, well, sir, you don’t have to fly that shuttle. Commander
Stockard speaks for the people who do.”

Colonel Price nodded slowly, his gaze lifting
to Deke. “I think she makes perfect sense.”

The brat. The little she-devil brat. There
was no way he could contradict Price in front of all these people.
“Of course.”

“Here.” Jessica slid the pad down the table
toward him. “Can you read my handwriting?”

Deke clenched his jaw and stared at her. “I
don’t need your notes, Miss Marlowe.”

She paled. Good. At least she knew
she’d betrayed him. She cleared her throat and pulled a
speakerphone closer to her, tapping an open line.

“I need to present the idea to Zimmerman
before we put you on the line,” she said over the dial tone. “And I
need to remind him of something.”

Paul Zimmerman answered on the first ring.
“Jessica Marlowe. So you’re working on NASA now? You didn’t mention
that when we had dinner last month.”

“A new plum assignment, Paul,” she said with
a pointed look at Deke. “I couldn’t turn it down. We have to get
you to Kennedy for the next launch.”

“Love it. It’ll be a big story when it blows
up.”

She cringed and looked around the table at
the frowns and shaking heads. “It won’t.”

“I’ve got an inside source who says budgets
are cut so deep that faulty wires are the norm, not the exception.
Not what the taxpaying public wants to hear, nor the families of
those poor astronauts, I’d imagine.”

“Sorry. You’ve got bad information. Why don’t
you talk to one of the astronauts?”

“Fat chance. They keep those guys locked up
tight until they want to parade them in their orange suits before a
mission.”

Jessica smiled at Colonel Price. “Not always,
Paul. I can get you one of their best. A former Naval officer
deeply involved in safety prep. He’s piloted Discovery and
is scheduled to command Atlantis next May. Commander Deke
Stockard. This guy’s great. Honest, smart, and completely
trustworthy.”

Deke shifted uncomfortably at her blatant
promotion of him. The propaganda was one thing. His nagging fear
that the reporter might be closer to the truth than any of them
wanted to admit was even more disturbing.

“I’d love to talk to him. How quickly can I
get him? I have about an hour to finish the story.”

“Or kill it,” she added deftly. “I’m at
Kennedy now, Paul. I can get him in a few minutes.” She paused a
moment. “Oh, by the way, any awards coming your way for the IBM
story?”

“No Pulitzers yet, but a ton of email and
letters. It really got noticed and I’ve had a few juicy assignments
because of it.” The reporter chuckled. “I owe you on that one,
Jess.”

A satisfied smile lit her face, making it
obvious that she expected a favor in return for whatever she’d
given him in the past. “Why don’t you hold a minute? I have
Commander Stockard available for you.” She stabbed the hold button
and looked up at Deke. “Ready?”

He stood and moved into the chair next to
her, his resentment rolling in waves that he hoped she could
feel.

“What’s the matter?” she asked. “Everything
you’re about to say is true, isn’t it?”

“True enough.” He reached for the hold button
and met her challenging gaze. “Let’s get this over with.”

After her introductions, the reporter
attempted some small talk. “You’re not taking Endeavour up
in February, are you, Commander Stockard? You’re taking
Atlantis up in May, I understand.”

Deke didn’t try to keep the annoyance out of
his voice. “Correct. But since I’m involved with the pre-launch
preparation for both missions, let me address this so-called memo
you have.”

“Fine. How have cost cuts affected
safety?”

“They haven’t.” The smartest thing she’d said
was to bury him in facts and Deke began immediately. In ten
minutes, he could hear the reporter’s keyboard quiet as he either
ran out of steam or interest. Even Jessica stopped taking
notes.

“All that may be true, Commander,” Paul
finally said. “But you can’t eliminate all risk, can you?”
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