Myrtilus

Bradley never thought it would come to this.

The truck coughed its way to a stop at the gates of the Baikonur Cosmodrome.
Bradley lowered his windows and gave his papers to the guard, as he had done countless
times before. The interaction was simple, repetitive, almost choreographed, but Bradley’s
arm betrayed just the slightest hint of a tremble as he reached out to get his papers back.
It was late, close to midnight; the complex was patches of pitch dark, interwoven with
dim yellow lighting, and the occasional blindingly bright, harsh white spotlights doing
their patrols. The numerous shadows hid the beads of sweat on Bradley’s forehead from
the sight of the guard.

Surely this was too much? They had always operated covertly, the UFSA. A stolen
blueprint here, a smudged number there, the Federation had always been subtle. He had
been subtle, trickling critical data ever so slowly out of the database of Soviet space
agencies and into their own. He signed up for a desk job, dammit. Not this nonsense.

The dark green truck rumbled on through the complex. Not far beyond the
various administrative buildings and warehouses, stood the N1 rocket, a towering
silhouette glinting in the distance, quietly venting vaporized oxygen as it’s being fueled.

The N1 was the pride of the Soviet acrospace industry, its thousands of tons of
kerosene and oxygen ready to blast through its thirty engines and lift this gigantic
monstrosity of a vehicle, all the way to the void of space, and carry a lunar lander, a tiny
speck compared to the entirety of the rocket, to its destination. It was 1969; tensions
were high, stakes were high, and the Soviet Union desperately wanted to keep up its
record in the Space Race, after the first satellite and first man in space. The N1 was their
moon rocket, built with haste and held together with hope. But hope was not enough for Soviet
engineering, Bradley thought as he parked his truck near a small lookout tower. He pulled
the tarp off of top of the trunk, and a metallic glimmer shone underneath. Covered by
the drone of machinery and the darkness of the night, he quickly assembled the contents.
A high-caliber anti-materiel rifle.

Footsteps clanged through the ladder as Bradley ascended the tower, rifle
strapped to his back. He reached the top and adjusted his breath. A single bead of sweat
rolls down his cheek, which he hastily wiped away. He set his weapon and pointed it
towards the rocket standing a kilometer away. He looked into the scope as he turned a
knob, gradually creating a clear image of his target. He looked away from the scope and
looked at his watch.

Five minutes until launch. Right on time.

There were no passers-by beneath Bradley’s tower. All personnel were evacuated
to miles away, out of the range of the blast of energy and high velocity gasses that was
about to come. It was only the whistling of the air, the gushing of fuel and oxidizer in the
pipes, whirring pumps and the ever-present drone of machinery that accompanied him.

One minute to launch. Bradley double-checks his course calculations. What an
interesting career 1 had chosen for myself, he mused. A double agent working for the KGB
within NASA, turned agent within the United Federation of Space Agencies, now
undercover again, back in the Soviet Union, but now working for not a country, but a
spaceflight-focused paramilitary group. But then, the CLA always had a hand in these things,
hell, the CLA probably has a hand in this too. “Bradley” wasn’t his real name, it was his
American identity — given by whom, really? He wondered.

The loudspeakers in the distance buzzed to life. “Ten seconds to launch,” came
the announcement in Russian. Bradley shook off his train of thought and fixed his sight
on the scope.

Three, two, one.

The flash of light hit him first. He came prepared, however, as he continued to



squint through the specialized darkened scope. Then came the blast of noise and wind. A
shockwave hit him as he stood bracing for impact. Debris was blown around like leaves
in fall. The almost unbearably loud roar of thirty first-stage engines threatened to tear
apart his eardrums, even through his industrial ear plugs. He could feel the heat of the
takeoff now. The vibrations shook him and shook the scope. He strained to steady
himself against it.

The rocket was lifting off the ground, the support structure around it falling
away. It was accelerating upwards, a tower of fire, metal and light, casting dancing
shadows on everything around it. But he stood firm, his scope steady, his finger on the
trigger.

The gunshot was heard by no one. It was a mere pop against the screams of the
beasts that powered the rocket. But his aim was true. It hit its heart. The bullet, traveling
at hypersonic speeds, tore into the metal of the turbopump assembly, blowing open its
fuel lines and jamming a pump. The pressure quickly built. The flames beneath engine
#8 spluttered and died. Then, an explosion. The shockwave spread through the
machinery, shredding apart fuel lines and lighting it on fire. It was a devastating chain
reaction that could not be stopped.

As Bradley watched the rocket’s guidance systems desperately trying to make light
of the situation and correct its failing course, he couldn’t help but feel just a tinge of pity.
Such a work of engineering. Such an undeserved end. But it was for our best interests, their
best interests at least. The fire spread, the systems failed, the fuel gushed forward into the
welcoming flames. What Bradley didn’t expect was the detonation.

A gigantic cluster of fireballs, brighter than the sun at noon, lit up the entire
cosmodrome. The entire atmosphere shook as thousands of tons of volatile fuel mixture
ignited and exploded. Huge chunks of concrete and metal were ripped from the ground
and thrown in the air, higher than the eye could see. The shockwave wiped everything off
its path. Bradley, his tower, the truck, all swept off like specks of dust and vaporized in
the scorching heat. Warning sirens were barely heard as echoes of the blast continued in
the air. It was almost beautiful, the red and orange glow of the fireballs and now
completely flat ground around the epicenter. It was like a depiction of Hell itself.

When the Soviets came out of their bunkers half an hour later, they found what's
left of the launch complex in ruins: smoke billowed, bent steel rebars were still red hot,
and unburnt drops of fuel were still raining down from the skies. It was a crushing sight.

The announcement came inside UFSA headquarters that the most powerful
artificial non-nuclear explosion had happened. It was a victory for the Federation. The
Soviets would never be able to afford such a project again. They had effectively killed
their moon program. The sabotage was a profound success. But the atmosphere was
solemn. They had killed a dragon, at the cost of a human life. But now, as the Space Race
enters a reign of chaos, they must build their own.
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