Robert Young's new story is about Earth's first starship and the man
who builds it, a man whose dream began during one summer when he
was10. ..

The Summer of the Fallen Star

BY
ROBERT F. YOUNG

T hefdlen star had lain in aclearing in the woods behind hisfather'sfarm, not far from thelip of the

ravine into which it was destined to be bulldozed and buried. It was partidly covered with moss, and a
first glance appeared to be nothing more than a big egg-shaped boulder. Only when you looked close
could you see the fissures and the charred areas that provided prima fade evidence of itsfiery passage
through the atmosphere.

A true meteor, of course, would have created a crater and wiped out part of the woods, but the kids
who lived in the vicinity weren't about to look agift horsein the mouth, Larkin least of dl.

Even in those days held been aloner, and dmost dways, when he visited the clearing where the fallen
gar lay, he did so done. The summer when he was 10 was when he visited it the mogt often. At thetime,
he'd been blissfully unaware that the star was doomed—that the following spring the woods would be
cleared to make room for a housing devel opment.

Hewould gt there in the warm sun on long summer afternoons and gaze at the star and make up
gtories about it. In one of the storiesit was an alien gpaceship—a spaceship that had malfunctioned while
inthe vicinity of the solar system and made aforced landing on Earth. A spaceship whose pilot had
perished during passage through the atmosphere, or who, unable to get out of the ship because of injuries
suffered during the forced landing, had died ether from starvation or from alack of oxygen.

Inasense, thefdlen star had shaped Larkin'slife.

* * %

"Oh, youre Mr. Larkin. The Mr. Larkin. Sorry | didn't recognize you, Sir. Go right on through.”

"Thanks," Larkin said, zipping the front of his nylon jacket back over the ID card clipped to his shirt
pocket.

"l can understand why you'd want to make a last-minute ingpection,” the guard at the launch-pad gate
went on. "If shewas my ship—if I'd built her, that is, like you did—I'd want to make sure she was okay
too. Incidentdly, sir, do you have any ideawhy they're holding—why countdown was stopped and
amost everybody was sent home?'

"Nonewhatsoever,” Larkin lied.

The Brunhilde-Vakyrie launch-complex (Scandinavian mythology had recently becometheragein
gpace circles) was reminiscent of the Apollo-Saturn complex (Launch Complex 39), now in mothballs.
The Launch Control Center, a long rectangular structure, scood next to the giant Vertica Assembly
Building and, in juxtapostion to it, gppeared like amedium-sized building block yet to be set in place.
The pad itsdf (unlike Launch Complex 39, there was only one) was linked to the VAB by awide,
three-mile-long crawlerway, down which, three days ago, the mobile launcher had carried the Vakyrie
launch vehicle and the Brunhilde 2 spacecraft.

Larkin began walking toward the massive support-pedestal on which the mobile launch and the
Brunhilde 2-Vakyrie had been positioned. Driving down the new highway that ran the length of the
crawlerway and gave onto the parking area, he had become increasingly aware of the towering
spaceship. Now, as he walked through the lake of light created by the floodlights, his avareness
intengfied. The ship, with its dender escape tower affixed to the nose of the command module, seemed



to touch the hem of Heaven. Beside it, tdler yet, the launch-and service-tower, even with dl of its
extensions withdrawn save for the walkway that gave access to the hatch, brought to mind the great ash
tree, Yggdrasl.

The Brunhilde 2 spacecraft atop the third Vakyrie stage was the second offspring of Larkin's
quarter-of-a-century marriage to his Dream. Its dightly less sophisticated older sster, Brunhilde 1, had
carried three astronauts around Neptune and demonstrated the viability of the Larkin Space Drive, at
least to the extent that itsfull potentia of 0.99 C could be employed on an interplanetary flight. The
Brunhilde 2 would also carry three astronauts — thistime, around Barnard's Star, 6.2 light-yearsfrom
the sun.

Barnard's Star had been known to have a planet aslong ago as 1963, its presence having been
deduced from its gravitational effect on its sun. Many timesthe size of Jupiter, it was ex officio urtfit for
human habitation, but the presence of one planet (Larkin had argued in his successful jihad against
NASA's choice of Alpha Centauri) virtualy guaranteed the presence of others, and one of them just
might be the long-range answer to Earth's population dilemma.

Confident of his Drive, he had even impugned the necessity of atest flight, maintaining that Barnard's
Star should be the Brunhilde |'s objective, not Neptune. But NASA would have no part of such
foolhardiness. Even after the spacecraft's flawless performance, even after Larkin's aerospace company
had built an even more sophisticated vehicle, NASA had still hung back, indgsting on another test run
around Neptune, plus probes and flybys of the extrapolated Barnard's Star system. More years would
have gone by, yearsthat Larkin couldn't afford to squander. He wasin his 40s. He would be 60 by the
time the mission was completed, even if it were undertaken at once. Desperate, he threatened to resign
as prime contractor and to dissolve his company, and be damned to the lawsuits, if NASA continued to
procragtinate. NASA gavein. They knew aswell as he did that without his geniusto guideit the New
Space Program would go Pffffft! like the Vanguard rocket.

The spaceship loomed amost directly above him now, a giant goddess out of the remote past. The
downward flare of the lowermost stage becamein his mind the flare of a Brobdingnagian skirt.

Soon, when the hold held put into effect ended, the launch site would again swarm with technicians.
Now, except for himsalf and the guards, there was no one about. NASA might be his Master, but as No.
1 Houseboy held carried sufficient weight to shut the machinery down. Long enough to say good-by.

Tomorrow, his beloved starship would be starborne. Starborne, and climbing swiftly toward the
speed of light.

Theideafor the Drive had come to him when he was ayoung man. It had come to him during the
night, or o it seemed in retrogpect. He had seen in his mind a sophi sticated device analogousto a
multifaceted reflector. A reflector that would dow gpproaching light-waves by throwing them back upon
themselves, the amount of dowdown to be dependent upon the number of facetsin operation. The
retardation would be ana ogous to awrench thrown into the machinery of the physical universe, and the
universe would have to compensate for the resultant discrepancy by forcing the Drive and the spacecraft
incorporating it toward the light source a a Ve ocity commensurate to the amount of retardation.

Theoreticaly, if approaching light-waves could be brought to a standtill, such adrive could attain
C—thevdocity of light. In practice, however, thisdid not prove to be true. The unknown cosmic force
that co-operated in thefirst instance refused to co-operate in the second, and while Larkin's Space
Drive, when perfected, had been ableto attain 0.99 C, it was unable to equa C. It had yet another
limitation. By its very nature, it was operable only in deep space, thus making a spacecraft employing it
partialy dependent on the very action-and-reaction systemsit had otherwise transcended.

Ideas arefor free, but thereisa pricetag on redizing them. Larkin had paid for his Drive. Dearly.
With years of exhausting endeavor. With menta anguish. With cdlibacy. With theright to live by proxy
through a son. With deepless nights. Sometimes with despair. But he had got what he paid for. A
practical pathway to the stars. Allowing for acceleration and decedleration, the forthcoming mission would
consume a decade and ahaf, but owing to the Lorentz-FitzGerald contraction, less than three would
passfor the astronauts on board. If Barnard's Star proved to have an Earth-type planet, uninhabited, or
inhabited by beingsinferior to man, colonization could be begun.



The night had grown cold. Dampness was cregping in from the sea. He turned up the collar of his
jacket as he covered the remaining distance to the support pedesta. His heart seemed to be flattened
againg hisribs; there was adricturein histhroat. It was as though he were an astronaut on hisway to
keep agtdlar rendezvous, instead of atired businessman-engineer on hisway to say good-by to the
embodiment of his Dream. A businessman-engineer denied the use of the wings he'd fashioned out of
light, ableto fly only by proxy to the stars he yearned to touch.

O ne time, when Larkin was visiting the clearing in the woods, a curious thing happened. A rabbit

poked its long-eared head out of the dead |eaves and broken twigs that the wind had heaped around the
falen star's base, then squirmed the rest of the way out into the daylight and hopped off into the
underbrush.

A rabbit hole under aboulder was anything but unusua, but arabbit hole under this particular
boulder opened wide the door to ahost of intriguing possibilities, the most fascinating of which wasthe
chancethat the alien pilot held postulated hadn't died of inanition or asphyxiation after dl, but had
escaped his spaceship-prison viaaventral hatch and dug hisway to freedom.

Probably, during the years that had intervened since, the tunnel held dug had either partially caved in
or had partidly filled up with dead |eaves and twigs. Whichever, it would have provided a made-to-order
burrow for the rabbit Larkin had seen.

If the hole were to be enlarged, accessto the ship'sinterior, or at least to the hatch (or lock) might be
obtained. At once, Larkin began to dig. With his hands at firgt, then, when the dead leaves and twigs
gave way to dirt, with ashovd that he went home and got out of the barn dong with aflashlight from his
father's pickup. He was no engineer (then), but he had sense enough to know thet if he enlarged the hole
too much he might bring the ship down on top of him; so, even in his soaring excitement, he confined the
width of histunnd to thewidth of hisshoulders.

The rabbit hole (he persisted in thinking of it as such, even though he realized that the rabbit was
probably only the most recent of along line of diverse occupants) went down only afew feet, then
leveled out. The digging became more and more difficult, especidly after the narrowness of the tunnel
precluded further use of the shovel and he had to go back to using his hands. Presently, his fingers began
encountering bits and scraps of metal, and he knew he was on the right track.

As hedug, he pieced together what had probably happened, revising and embellishing some of his
previous conjecture. Light-yearsfrom his native world, his ship disabled (possibly by ameteoroid,) the
aien pilot had managed to reach the solar system and had come in for alanding on the only planet that
offered him a chanceto survive: Earth. Then, at the last moment, the controls had jammed and the ship
had come down on its Side, rendering its only hatch inoperable. (Or, perhaps, after landing upright, it had
tipped over, with the same result.) Faced with eventual starvation and/or suffocation, hed burned hisway
through the hatch with hisray gun and tunneled hisway to the surface of the ground.

Maybe there'd been more than one alien. Maybe thereld been two or three. The ship was smal, but
maybe the diens had been smdl too.

No, theréd been only one. And his proportions had been those of an average-sized man. Larkin saw
this a once when he poked his head and shoulders through the jagged opening where the hatch had been
and panned the interior with the beam of hisflashlight. And apparently held never got out of the ship. Or,
if he had, he'd crawled back ingdeto die. The fact of his death was indisputable. It was attested to by his
bones.

Seen from the boarding walkway, the three Vakyrie stages seemed to taper down to the launch pad,
lending theillusion that the third and smalest waslargest, the first and largest, smdlest.

A man standing on the pad would have seemed the size of amouse. If theréd been aman standing
there. Therewasn't, of course. The hold Larkin had called had begun at 2300 hours, shortly after the
gpacecraft and the launch vehicle had been fueled. The second-shift pad-crew, scheduled to go off duty
at 2400 hours, had been sent home an hour early. The hold would last until 0100 hours; then the



third-shift crew would come on duty one hour late, and countdown would be resumed. Thethree
Barnard's Star Mission astronauts, Cleeves and Barnes and Wellman, would board the spacecraft at
0600 hours. The space buffs encamped aong the perimeter of the complex would resumetheir vigil, and
commercia-televison coverage would grind back into gear. If dl went well, lift-off would take place just
before noon.

Thefloodlights blinded Larkin, and from his eyrie on the uncovered boarding walkway he could see
neither to right nor to left. But there was nothing in either direction that he cared to see. "Mr. Larkin,” an
astute girl reporter had asked him during the press conference held held after the Brunhilde 1 spacecraft
had returned from its successful orbit of Neptune, "what interestsin life do you have other than advanced
space-technology? And what do you plan to do after you've proved that your Space Drive is capable of
carrying man to the stars?'

"None," Larkin had answered. Then he had looked at her blankly. "I don't know."

The skeleton crew on duty at the Launch Control Center must have spotted him on their monitors by
thistime and had probably called the gate and demanded to know who he was. HEd neglected to
gpprise them of hisvist. But he wasn't worried. Once hisidentity was established, nothing would be
sad.

He covered the remaining distance to the latera hatch of the command module, opened it, stepped
insde and dogged it closed behind him.

Hefdt for and found the master switch and brought the interior to fluorescent life. He actuated the
automatic atmosphere-control.

The command module (Cleeves and Barnes and Wellman called it the "Condor"; Larkin didn't) was
far more commodious than those employed on the manned Apollo missions. It had had to be. In addition
to the control room, there were partitioned-off living quarters and asmall partitioned-off rec room that
contained amicrofilm library. The hydroponic vats were a so screened off, as was the recycling unit. The
onboard computer was incorporated in the control console, and the Larkin Space Drive was located in
the nose, behind the transparent dust-particle deflector. The artificia-gray generator, which Larkin's
aerospace company had perfected after the return of the Brunhilde 1, was encased in the hull. The
provisions, medica supplies and spare equipment were stored in the service module.

A large viewscreen mounted on the control console supplemented the port and starboard windows.

Inflight, the deck on which he was standing would become the aft bulkhead. Bolted to it beneath the
movable control console were three acceleration couches, each equipped with amicrophone, and an
armrest that incorporated manual-override controls.

On an impulse, he went over and lay down on the nearest one.

After hisinitia horror had abated somewhat, young Larkin climbed the rest of the way into the dien
ship and stood up. Held been right about its landing on—or tipping over onto—its side. Just above his
head an array of dids and gauges and rusted levers—unguestionably the components of a control
panel—Dbore his conjecture out. So did the inner contour of the hull. But he'd been wrong about its being
aregular ship. It was much, much too smal. What it was, was an gection capsule, or alifeboat. The ship
itself had probably plunged into the sun.

Located near the control pandl wasasmall, cracked, television-like screen. The viewscope?

Obvioudy, the rock-like aspect of the outer hull resulted from a heat-resistant coating of somekind,
for both the inner hull and the deck were made of sted, or, if not steel, an dloy that closely resembled it.
To Larkin, stlanding on the hull, the deck appeared to be vertica. The propulsion unit, Snceit was
nowhere else in evidence, was probably located undernegth it.

He returned the beam of the flashlight to the skeleton. It ill horrified him, and he had to force himself
not to turn away. It lay beside the hatch, extending dmost the full length—or rather, height—of the
capsulée/lifeboat. Larkin had seen pictures of skeletons and held seen areal one once at school. So far as
he could tell, this one didn't differ noticeably from any of them. Rotted remnants of gpparel ill clung to
theribs, and leather-like fragments till clung to the metatarsal bones and the phalanxes. Therewere dried
animal droppingsal around it, and in therib cage there was asmadl pile of crumbled dead |leaves, dried



grass and hits of rotted cloth where an unknown precursor of the rabbit had nested long enough to bear
and nurse alitter. It wasthe anima droppings, Larkin decided, that were responsible—or, at least partly
responsible—for the miasmic smell that filled the place and that was making him sicker by the second.

The hatch that the alien astronaut had burned out lay next to his hip bone. Not far away lay the "ray
gun” held burned it out with. A rotted hose connected the "ray gun” to asmall cylindrical tank that in
severa places had rusted completely through.

Ever since boarding the alien craft, Larkin had become increasingly aware of how smal and cramped
it was. Inaway, it was more like a spacesuit than an g ection capsule or alifeboat. A spacesuit the
wearer hadn't been able to get out of, that had negated its own purpose. A suit of armor anaogous, but
by no meansidentical, to those of the conquistadores. To the one Balboa had worn when he fought his
way across the |sthmus of Panama and looked down at the Pacific, and dl hismen—

Look'd at each other with a wild surmise—

Slent, upon a peak in Darien.

How ironic it would have been if he hadn't been able to see the Pacific. If, like this Balboa, he had
made the perilous journey only to have the armor that had been designed to protect him become his
downfdl!

R omanticism asde, Larkin knew he had made atremendous discovery, a discovery that would jar

the teeth of the scientific community, which till scorned the very ideaof extraterrestrid life (thiswasway
back in the 50s when little green men from Mars were popping out of flying saucersleft and right, and
Sunday newspaper supplement-writerswere having afield day). But he knew also, standing beside the
bones, the flashlight beam growing dimmer by the second, that what he had found was too preciousto
throw to the dogs and risk having it torn to pieces (he had never had ahigh regard for hisfelow human
beings, even when he was 10); that he would never breathe aword of it to anyone. Not even to his
mother and father. Especially not to his mother and father. They were smple people, neither of whom
had gone past eighth grade. Even if they were to see the skeleton with their own eyes, they would reject
theideathat it wasthat of abeing from the stars; moreover, they would be angry a him for even
suggesting such apossibility. Particularly hisfather. Hisfather didn't like him to begin with. He was
aways caling him names. "Y ou bastard you," hisfather would say. "Go fetch this, go fetch that!" His
mother didn't care much for him either. All she cared about was watching TV.

His mother and father had been childhood sweethearts, but they weren't sweethearts any more. His
father never talked to her and she never talked to him. When he wasn't planting or cultivating or
harvesting, hisfather spent most of histime in the barn, while she spent most of hershuddled in her
armchair, looking neither to right nor to left, staring straight before her at the television screen. But she
never cdled him abagtard, like hisfather did. Curious onetime asto why hisfather so frequently
resorted to that particular epithet, and suspecting the truth, he dug their marriage certificate out of a dusty
box in the attic one afternoon when they weren't home and compared its date to the date of his birth.
Sure enough, hisfather had had to marry his mother. That didn't make him areal bastard, of course. But
it made him a de facto one, which amounted to the same thing.

To cut down on the chances of any of the other kids discovering the true nature of the fallen star
(none of them ever did), herolled alog over the mouth of the tunnel, after he crawled back out, and
scuffed leaves againgt it. The rabbit could il get inand out if it wanted to, but it was unlikely anyone
would noticeits goings and comings and just as unlikely that they'd make the necessary connection if they
did.

Hevigted thefdlen star dmost every day that summer, choosing atime when the other kids were off
somewhere playing baseball or swvimming in the creek. He was dways careful to roll thelog back in
place before he left. He began thinking of the alien astronaut as Balboa. After awhile, he started caling
him that in hismind. "Baboa," who'd made it across the |sthmus, but who'd been unable to see the
Pacific. Who'd surmounted the heights of Darien only to have hisarmor turn into histomb.



"Mr. Larkin? Control Center here. Areyou al right?'

Heredized that the television cameraincorporated in the control console was picking up hisimage
and relaying it to the Launch Control monitors.

He reached up and turned the video knob to OFF.

"Mr. Larkin, we strongly suggest that you do not touch any of the other controls. The Brunhilde 2 is
ready for launch, and any untoward action on your part may endanger the misson.”

Busybodies! he thought. He knew more about the spacecraft than they ever would! He could take it
gpart and put it back together again.

Thehdl with them!

Defiantly, he ran hisfingers over the controls on the manua-override control-arm at hisside. When
he found the master switch, he moved it to ON position.

He reached up and pulled the control console closer to his chest.

Was this how it felt to be an astronaut? he wondered.

Wasthishow "Baboa" had felt?

He grinned. Ruefully. It had al been asummer daydream, he redized now. Sitting in the clearing
gazing at the big egg-shaped boulder, he'd imagined seeing the rabbit, digging the tunnd, finding the
bones. Like Alice, hed gone down the rabbit hole, and on successive summer afternoons held gone
down it again and again and again.

Or wasit a daydream? He wasn't dltogether certain. And probably he'd never really know. But the
point was academic. Daydream or not, the summer of the falen star had given him the direction held
needed. Had spurred him, years later when hisfather kicked him out, to finish high school and to work
hisway through M.1.T. Had provided him with the impetus to found his aerospace company and to
develop his Space Drive and to design and build the first starship. Had inspired asmple country boy to
essay the heights of Darien and to give mankind the stars.

He redlized with mild surprise that he had strapped himself onto the couch.

Now, without conscious volition, he depressed the first-stage ignition button.

Ashedid so, the hereditary data encoded in his genestriggered achain reaction in hisbrain, and he
knew in ablinding burst of understanding who he redlly was, the real reason he had developed his Space
Drive, the red reason he had built the starships, the redl reason he had chosen Barnard's Star, and the
real reason he had caled the hold....

"Balbod' had got out of his"armor" after al. And had found a backward country girl through whom
he might return by proxy to his native shore.

Despite the striking similarity of the human speciesto his own, he must have been aware of the
awesome odds againgt such aunion's bearing fruit. But it had been the only straw available, and he had
grasped it.

Afterward, unaware that hisvictim would be too terrified to betray him, he had crawled back into his
tombto die.

Possibly he had been dying to begin with. Larkin would never know. He did not need to.

The firgt-stage rockets ignited. He smiled, and uttered hisfina words on Earth:

"Control Center? Larkin spesking. I'm going Home!"



