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  Chapter 1
Present Day



The hum of electronics filled the air inside the glass-walled conference suite at Kennedy Space Center. The walls were lined with mission schematics, real-time telemetry screens, and an enormous digital clock counting down toward the Dragon II launch. The scent of coffee and cold metal hung faintly in the air—a mixture that seemed to define Mission Control itself.
Flight Director George Sullivan stood with his arms crossed near the wide window overlooking the hangar below. Rows of technicians bustled beneath him as they prepared for the day's press briefing. His tie was slightly loosened, and he watched the activity below in silence.
Across from him walked Special Agent William Snare, his dark suit a stark contrast to the NASA polos and flight jackets surrounding him. Months of chasing cryptic messages and dead-end leads had left him tired and distracted. Even now, he looked like a man trying to solve a problem no one else believed existed.
"What are you hoping for, William? 'Dragon II and Falcon I explode on the launch pad' as headlines?" George's tone was clipped, impatient. "Well, that isn't going to happen on my watch."
"I have a feeling that the launch of Dragon II is a target for sabotage," William blurted, his voice echoing faintly against the glass. "I strongly suggest we delay the launch until we can ensure it will be safe."
Neither man spoke as they walked toward the press hall, the silence between them heavy with everything George refused to consider. Posters of past missions lined the walls—shuttles, capsules, and crews that had helped build the space program over decades.
"We've never had anyone try to sabotage a launch, William. You're asking me to scrub the most publicized mission of the decade on what—you admit—is just a feeling," his voice was low, firm. "We will launch on schedule. No matter what. End of discussion."
"George, just give me a day—" William started, desperation creeping into his tone.
"I've made my decision," George cut in sharply. "It's final. I'm due for the press conference. We're not discussing this again."
They reached the door to the press auditorium. George adjusted his badge, straightened his jacket, and stepped inside. William paused just beyond the doorway and looked around. Dozens of journalists and photographers filled the room while large screens displayed mission graphics—Dragon II: A New Era in Human Spaceflight.
As George took the podium, William leaned against the back wall, arms crossed. His thoughts drifted back to the cryptic messages and dead-end leads he'd been chasing for months. None of them had produced anything concrete, yet he still couldn't shake the feeling that something wasn't adding up.
NASA/SpaceX Press Conference – November 20, 2022
Bright lights flooded the small stage as cameras clicked in rhythm, the NASA insignia gleaming against the deep blue backdrop.
"The mission to launch Dragon II is still on schedule for today," announced Flight Director George Sullivan, his baritone steady and controlled. "On November 21, the four-astronaut crew will meet up with the station's current resident. This craft represents the latest collaboration between NASA and SpaceX. Dragon I was a major success, and the public's interest in private spaceflight has never been higher. This mission will install additional equipment aboard the ISS—equipment future missions will benefit from."
A hand shot up in the crowd. "Some are speculating that the government wants to put weapons on the station. Is that true?"
Laughter rippled faintly through the audience. George leaned forward, his expression firm but diplomatic. "That allegation has been emphatically denied by NASA and SpaceX. The mission is purely scientific. SpaceX's efforts are to extend the life of the station, not militarize it."
Another reporter asked, "What about the crew, Mr. Sullivan? Can you share any firsts for this mission?"
George nodded, allowing a small smile. "Absolutely. This mission will mark Commander Michael Holiday's first time in command. He has flown several joint NASA and SpaceX missions. It will also be Mission Specialist William Gamble's first spacewalk. The crew has spent years preparing for missions like this and is ready to go."
Cameras flashed behind the press wall, where an enormous screen displayed the Dragon II capsule—a gleaming white vessel resting atop the Falcon rocket, framed by the dawn-lit clouds of Cape Canaveral.
"Mr. Sullivan," another voice called out, "when will SpaceX get to launch Starship on a valid mission?"
George chuckled lightly. "That's a good question, and one that's under active discussion. SpaceX is a vital partner. We hope to see Starship integrated into our fleet soon—safely and successfully."
He glanced at his watch. "If there are no further questions, we'll conclude here. We have a launch to prepare for. Thank you for your continued support of NASA and SpaceX."
As the press dispersed, William remained in the back of the room, lost in thought. He watched George shake hands, smile for photos, and field last-minute questions with practiced charm. The crowd saw confidence and excitement. William saw something else—an unwillingness to look past the surface.
Outside, through the glass wall of the observation corridor, the Dragon II glistened on the launch pad under the Florida sun, its sleek design catching the light, its metallic white surface reflecting the blue sky and glinting like a pearl on the massive body of the Falcon I rocket.
To the casual observer, it was a masterpiece of modern engineering. To William, it was a potential target.
He stared through the window, the low rumble of distant machinery vibrating faintly through the floor. His reflection in the glass looked pale and uneasy. Just a feeling, George had said. But feelings had saved lives before.
Inside Dragon II – Pre-Launch
The Dragon II capsule was a vision of minimalist technology—white panels, smooth lines, and the faint hum of systems coming online. Seven seats, arranged in a gentle curve, faced forward toward three panoramic displays glowing a soft blue. The screens could toggle between camera feeds, sensor data, and orbital maps, each flicker of light reflecting in the visors of the waiting crew.
Two large port windows flanked the cabin, offering a view of the massive rocket structure below and, beyond it, the endless sweep of ocean. Even the scent in the air was unique—a mixture of sterilized metal and the faint tang of ozone.
Commander Michael Holiday, a broad-shouldered man in his mid-forties with calm blue eyes and the easy smile of a veteran pilot, strapped into the front-left seat, his hands moving with deliberate confidence over the touch panels.
Next to him sat Captain Kenneth Walsh, younger, quieter, his dark hair slicked neatly beneath his helmet. Behind them, Lieutenant Marie Gonzales, the communications officer, double-checked uplink systems. She had sharp features softened by an infectious grin and the steady energy of someone who thrived under pressure. Beside her sat Mission Specialist William Gamble, the youngest of the crew, his brown eyes darting around the cabin with a mixture of awe and disbelief.
From Mission Control, George's voice came through the radio—steady and warm: "Commander, you are a go for launch. Godspeed to you all."
He was addressing Commander Michael Holiday, the current Commander for this mission.
"Thank you, George," said Mike, smiling. "We're all saying 'Good to Go' up here as well. Leave the lights on for us when we return in a few weeks."
Laughter rippled through the comms.
"George, I think I left the heater on in the simulator—you might want to check on that," teased Lieutenant Gonzales.
"Don't forget to feed my cats while we're off-planet," added William Gamble with mock seriousness.
"Nothing witty or enlightening from me," Captain Walsh said dryly. "See you on the return side."
"Copy that," George replied. "Let's make history."
Outside the capsule, the rising Florida wind swept through the marshes beyond the launch site. In the control center, rows of engineers leaned forward as the countdown began—numbers that marked the thin line between triumph and tragedy.
Launch Day
The control room thrummed with the low, steady vibration of energy and nerves. Screens cast pale blue light across the faces of technicians, their eyes fixed on telemetry numbers that shifted with every heartbeat. Beyond the thick glass, the Dragon II stood poised on the launch pad like a monument to human ambition—its sleek, white capsule perched atop the Falcon I booster, surrounded by a halo of vapor and flame-tinged mist.
In the capsule, Commander Michael Holiday's voice broke the silence. "Systems green across the board. Cabin pressure nominal. Ready for ignition."
Through his helmet visor, the reflection of the rising sun danced across the control displays. Beside him, Captain Kenneth Walsh tightened his restraints and gave a silent thumbs-up. Lieutenant Marie Gonzales grinned nervously, her fingers tapping lightly on the console, while Mission Specialist William Gamble mouthed a quiet prayer, his pulse racing in time with the countdown.
"Ten… nine… eight…"
In Mission Control, George Sullivan stood rigid behind the glass observation wall, arms crossed tightly. His jaw worked as the numbers fell. William Snare stood a few paces behind him, one hand gripping a file folder so tightly his knuckles turned white.
"Three… two… one…"
A thunderous roar split the air, shaking the very bones of the launch complex. Fire erupted beneath the Falcon, spilling out in molten waves that rippled through the Florida marsh. The tower lights blurred through the heat waves as Dragon II surged skyward, trailing a spear of light into the stratosphere.
In the capsule, the crew felt the crushing push of acceleration—a brutal, exhilarating reminder of the forces at play. The cabin shuddered. Every bolt, every panel, every breath seemed to vibrate in harmony. And then, suddenly, the pressure eased.
"Stage one separation confirmed," said Marie through the headset, her voice trembling slightly with adrenaline.
Outside the port windows, the curvature of Earth unfolded in breathtaking silence—a swirl of blues and whites against the black velvet of space. Below them, the clouds stretched endlessly, and above, the stars burned sharp and cold.
"Commander Holiday, telemetry nominal. Congratulations, you're officially off the ground," George's voice crackled over the comm.
"Appreciate it, George," Mike replied. "Feels good to be back up here. See you in a week."
As the capsule continued its ascent toward orbit, Agent Snare exhaled for the first time in what felt like hours. His gut unease lingered, but the clean launch steadied him. For now.
24 Hours Later – Docking with the ISS
The Dragon II glided through the void, its silver hull illuminated by a distant sun. Inside, the atmosphere was calm—a hum of machinery, an occasional ping of instruments. The crew floated effortlessly now, their movements graceful and slow.
Outside the windows, the International Space Station appeared like a sprawling mechanical city suspended in ink-black space, its solar arrays glistening like golden wings, stretching wide over the planet's glowing curve.
"Approach speed five meters per second," Captain Walsh called out, his voice calm. "Alignment perfect. Adjusting yaw two degrees."
The docking sequence was a ballet of precision. The ISS moved silently beneath them, orbiting at over 17,000 miles per hour, yet appearing almost still. Inside, the astronauts watched their target marker draw closer on the monitor until the faint vibration signaled contact.
"Soft capture confirmed."
A cheer echoed through Mission Control, and onboard, the crew exchanged smiles and a round of relieved laughter. For Special Agent William Snare, watching from the observation deck, the tension in his shoulders finally eased. His instincts had been wrong—at least for now. The mission was safe.
Aboard the ISS
The station interior was a labyrinth of narrow tunnels, handholds, and floating gear. Every surface carried signs of life—Velcro patches holding tools, photographs of families, small national flags taped above workstations. The air smelled faintly metallic with undertones of recycled oxygen and sterilized plastic.
Commander Holiday's voice came over the comm: "Dragon II docked successfully. Preparing to board the station."
When the hatch opened, a soft hiss escaped, followed by the warm grin of Dr. Norishige Kanai, the ISS's current resident. He floated forward in his light gray jumpsuit, his dark hair buoyant in the microgravity.
"Norishige, it's good to see you again," said Mike, pushing gently into the node. "Hope you're enjoying your second tour up here."
Kanai smiled broadly, his accent soft but precise. "Nice to see a familiar face, Commander. How are you and Jennie? It's been some time."
"All good. Scary few years back in 2020, but we made it through. Let me introduce the crew—Captain Kenneth Walsh, Lieutenant Marie Gonzales, and Mission Specialist William Gamble."
"Welcome aboard," said Kanai. "I trust you know the layout by heart, but seeing it in person is always better than the training modules."
The crew floated forward, eyes wide as they took in the station's intricate corridors—the soft glow of control lights, the gentle hum of air filters, and Earth spinning silently through the port windows. For a few moments, everyone simply looked—awed and humbled by the view.
Preparation for the Final Spacewalk
Days passed aboard the ISS in a rhythm of work and wonder. The crew replaced damaged solar panels, recalibrated docking ports, and conducted experiments in microgravity. But now came the final task—the last EVA before their return to Earth.
Inside the Quest Airlock module, Lieutenant Gonzales's voice echoed through the comm: "Commander Holiday, Mission Control has given the green light. You and Mission Specialist Gamble are clear to suit up."
The airlock was cramped and cold, its walls lined with silver equipment bags and tether hooks. The two suits hung ready—bulky white shells with reflective visors gleaming under LED light. The sight of them never failed to stir a mix of excitement and caution.
"Marie," Mike said with a smile, "we're cooped up on a tin can. You can drop the formality and call me Mike."
"Sorry, Command—uh, Mike," she said, blushing slightly. "And yes, Captain Walsh already transmitted the final repair list."
Mike turned to William Gamble, who floated nearby with a grin that stretched ear to ear. "How are you holding up, Bill? First spacewalk's a big one."
Bill's laugh crackled through the radio. "Feels like I'm five again on Christmas morning. Just trying not to look too giddy."
"Enjoy it," Mike said, patting him on the shoulder. "You never forget your first time outside."
⸻
The Spacewalk
The hiss of depressurization filled the chamber. The outer hatch opened, revealing a vista so vast it stole the breath from both men. Earth shimmered below in impossible colors—turquoise oceans, amber deserts, white storms curling like brushstrokes. Above, the stars hung motionless in an eternal black.
"Bill, take the lead," Mike ordered softly. "Just like we trained."
The two astronauts eased out of the airlock, their tethers glinting silver in the sunlight. Every motion was slow, deliberate. Beneath them, the station stretched like a silver cathedral, panels catching the sun's reflection.
"Commander," Bill said, his voice filled with awe, "I can't believe this view. It's… it's beyond words."
Mike smiled. "Enjoy it while you can, kid. There's only one first walk."
For a while, the two worked in peaceful silence, inspecting the solar arrays and recording minor surface damage. Then Marie's voice broke through their comms.
"Commander, we're tracking debris near your position. Appears to be in a slightly higher orbit. We'll keep monitoring."
"Roger that," Mike replied calmly. "Bill, let's stay sharp."
Minutes passed. The hum of static filled their helmets. Then Marie's tone changed—urgent.
"Commander, debris has altered trajectory. It's split into two pieces. One's now on an intercept path with the station."
Mike froze. "How can debris change course like that? Marie, distance and ETA?"
"One thousand meters and closing. ETA two minutes."
Bill turned, scanning the black horizon. "Commander… I think I see it."
They watched as a faint glimmer appeared against the void—small, moving, and… controlled.
"Marie," Mike said slowly, "that object's decelerating. Confirm velocity?"
"It's… slowing. Current approach, thirty seconds out."
The object brightened, pulsing faintly like a beacon. Then, as it drew close, its shape became clear—humanoid.
"My God," Bill whispered. "That's a person."
Mike's heart pounded. "Cut the chatter. Bill, open the airlock. Get inside. Now."
The figure drifted closer—slow, deliberate, its hand raised in what looked like a wave. The spacesuit was unlike theirs: bulkier, aged, with faded markings that resembled the old ORLAN suits from Russia's early missions.
"Marie," Mike called, "any local transmissions?"
"None, Commander. Radio's silent."
The figure stopped thirty meters away. Then, in an almost surreal motion, it gave a thumbs-up, and pointed down toward Earth.
Bill's voice cracked. "Do they… want a ride?"
Mike swallowed hard. "That's what it looks like. Dr. Kanai, prep the med bay. Lieutenant, log the debris as non-impact. No further comms with Mission Control. Everyone, hazmat suits on. We're following quarantine protocol."
Commander Holiday was well aware that he and Gamble would not be able to adhere to the quarantine protocol because of the small size of the airlock but the rest of the staff would be protected.
⸻
The Visitor
The airlock hissed open again. The three figures—Commander Holiday, Mission Specialist Gamble, and the unknown traveler—floated inside, barely fitting in the confined space. Frost from the vacuum clung to the visitor's suit like glittering dust.
"Welcome aboard," Mike said warily, voice steady despite the adrenaline hammering in his chest. The visitor was not able to hear him yet; his helmet was still on.
The stranger raised his gloved hands in a peaceful gesture. His helmet's gold visor reflected their lights until, with a slow click, he released the seal, and the glass lifted.
He looked impossibly young—maybe sixteen at most—with dark hair flattened by the helmet and pale skin that glowed against the harsh white light of the airlock. His eyes were bright and calm, almost serene.
"Hi," the boy said simply. "My name is Andrew. You must be Commander Holiday—and you're Mission Specialist Gamble, right?"
Bill blinked, at a loss for words. Mike stared, utterly disbelieving. "Who are you? And what were you doing out there?"
Andrew smiled faintly. "That's a fair question, Commander. I'll explain everything—once we've all had a chance to breathe. As shocking as this is for you… trust me, being here is an even greater shock for me."
⸻
The airlock cycled again, and the trio floated into the main corridor of the ISS. The rest of the crew watched in stunned silence. The visitor's movements were practiced—he seemed to know where every hook, lever, and connector was. When he attached his suit to the purge system, Mike noticed his hands didn't hesitate once.
"Commander," Marie said, eyes wide, "Mission Control is demanding an explanation for the radio silence."
"They can wait," Mike replied, voice firm. "For now, we find out who—or what—this young man is."
He turned back to Andrew, studying him carefully. The boy looked fragile but alert, his expression oddly composed.
"You can't be more than sixteen years old."
"Fifteen."
"What is a fifteen-year-old doing in orbit?"
Andrew considered the question.
Then he grinned.
"I am hitching a ride home."






  
  Chapter 2
Dream Pages


One Year Earlier 
The sun poured through the tall windows of Thunderbird High School, turning the polished tile floors into mirrors of gold and white. The air smelled faintly of pencil shavings and disinfectant — the ordinary perfume of public education. At the front of the classroom, Mr. Mark Collins stood before his sophomore history class, his sleeves rolled neatly to the elbows, the glow of the smartboard reflecting off his reading glasses.
"Class," he began, his tone bright but firm, "today we're going to try a mental exercise to get you thinking outside the box. On the smartboard is a template I want you to use. Please open a new document on your netbooks using this format."
The classroom hummed with the soft tapping of keyboards and the shuffle of sneakers. Desks were spaced a few feet apart — a lingering adjustment from the post-2020 era — and the walls were decorated with posters of past presidents and world maps color-coded by empire.
Mr. Collins wasn't the type to stand still. He taught from the center of the room or wandered among his students, remote in hand, his voice weaving curiosity into the sterile rhythm of the school day.
"What I want you to do," he continued, pacing lightly, "is write down a dream or goal you have — something specific, something attainable. Only you will have access to this document, so be honest. Explore. Be creative."
A murmur spread through the class.
"The dream should be something you want to do in your lifetime," he added, pausing to let the idea settle. "Not necessarily next week or next year — maybe twenty years from now."
A hand shot up. It belonged to Mary Kennedy, always the first to question anything abstract. "Mr. Collins, what does this have to do with history? It sounds more like something from English class."
A few chuckles rose around the room.
Mr. Collins smiled. "That's a fair question, Mary. Let's consider this — did George Washington grow up wanting to be the first President of the United States? Did Albert Einstein dream of becoming the century's greatest scientist? Did Neil Armstrong always know he'd be the first man to step on the moon?"
He looked around, eyes meeting the curious faces in front of him. "Probably not. But each of them had dreams — and those dreams shaped who they became. History is the record of people who dared to dream and then acted on it. So, today, we're taking a small step into your own personal history."
He gestured toward the smartboard. "The template has a few sections — details about your dream, the steps you'd take to achieve it, the skills you'd need, and the obstacles you might face. Think deeply. Sometimes the hardest part of a goal is admitting what stands in the way."
Mr. Collins returned to his desk and leaned back slightly. "Start now. Take a few minutes to think before you begin writing. You have fifty minutes."
The sound of typing filled the room. Outside, the Arizona sun baked the red-brick courtyard, and a faint desert breeze rattled the classroom windows.
At the back of the room, a quiet student named Andrew Young leaned over his laptop. His expression was calm and thoughtful, but his attention kept shifting between the template and the thin trail a passing jet had left across the blue sky.
A goal, a dream, a plan. The words sparked something.
Andrew began to type. At first slowly, then faster — words pouring out as if they had been waiting for permission to exist.
⸻
"Time's up," Mr. Collins announced later, his voice gentle but decisive. "Save your documents. We'll revisit this next week."
He looked around the room. "So — how did it feel? Did fifty minutes give you enough time?"
"It seems like you were trying to get us to plan our own history," said Emily, her tone thoughtful.
"Excellent observation," replied Mr. Collins with a grin. "History doesn't just happen — it's written by people who decide to make it happen. Your life will be history someday. The question is — will it be something you designed, or something that just… happened to you?"
Reynolds Colton, a tall student with restless energy, chimed in. "We can't plan everything that happens. But maybe having a road map helps."
"So true," said Mr. Collins. "A dream is just a starting point. It changes — it grows. And sometimes, even if you don't reach it, it leads you somewhere unexpected."
At the far end of the classroom, Andrew raised his hand. "Fifty minutes isn't enough to write a dream and every way it can go wrong."
Mr. Collins laughed softly. "That's fair, Andrew. The exercise isn't about finishing. It's about starting. Add to it over time. Refine it. Your dream will evolve just as history does."
He paused, eyes bright behind his glasses. "Remember — some of history's greatest moments began as dreams. President Kennedy once said we would walk on the moon before the decade's end. That dream became reality in 1969 — not by luck, but by planning, collaboration, and belief."
"Anyone else?"
"Columbus discovering America," offered Emily again.
"Exactly. Columbus dreamed of finding new trade routes — and his dream reshaped the world. History is written by those who dare to dream — and act."
The bell rang, echoing down the hallway. Chairs scraped, laptops snapped shut. Most students saw the exercise as just another assignment. But for one, it was ignition.
Andrew saved his document and stared at the title: Dream Pages – Andrew Young. His dream didn't feel abstract anymore. It felt like a blueprint.
⸻
That Evening — The Young Residence
The Young home looked ordinary from the outside — a comfortable house in a quiet Phoenix suburb, framed by desert willows and a low stucco fence. But behind its unassuming exterior was a life few could imagine.
Andrew's father, Carl Young, had built a fortune in technology during the dot-com era and quietly multiplied it over the years. Yet, the family lived modestly, determined that wealth would never define them, and at dinner that evening the smell of roasted chicken and herbs filled the kitchen as sunlight faded behind the mountains.
"So," Carl asked, carving his food, "how was school today, Andrew? Learn anything new?"
Andrew shrugged. "Nothing too interesting. Except in History. Mr. Collins didn't want to teach — so he gave us some 'dream assignment.'"
Carl smiled faintly. "That actually sounds interesting. Did you take it seriously?"
Andrew hesitated, then nodded. "It was about writing a goal for our lifetime. I decided to write one down."
His mother, Natalie, leaned forward, curious. "Are you going to share it with us?"
Andrew met their eyes. "Sure. The short version is… I want to go to space."
For a moment, nobody spoke. Then both parents smiled.
"That's ambitious," Carl said warmly. "But not impossible. We've always said you can do anything you put your mind to."
"The only one who can stop you," Natalie added softly, "is you."
Carl set down his fork. "You're fourteen. You've got time to figure out the path — military, pilot training, engineering, even medical science. There are many roads that lead upward."
"Part of the assignment," Andrew said, "was listing obstacles — things that might get in the way."
His father nodded. "There will always be obstacles. But money will never be one of them for you. Some families have to limit opportunities because of cost. We don't. Explore everything. Learn everything. The world is wide open."
Natalie smiled. "Your father was lucky during the tech boom — but we don't see our success as spoiling you. We see it as removing barriers. You decide what to build with that freedom."
Andrew knew deep down — he would keep the real dream to himself.
⸻
The Plan
Later that night, in his small workshop behind the house — once a storage warehouse his father owned — Andrew sat at a heavy oak workbench, illuminated by a single hanging bulb. Blueprints, parts, and tools littered the table, and the hum of a small 3D printer filled the silence as his fingers traced designs for something far greater than a class exercise.
He wasn't just dreaming of going to space. He was planning to get there himself.
He had access, intelligence, and now — purpose. The "Dream Pages" assignment had unlocked the mental gate. At twelve, his parents had given him a credit card with no limit. At fourteen, he knew how to use it strategically. He never flaunted money, but it gave him freedom — a resource most dreamers lacked.
He opened his document again and looked over the list:
Goal: Launch a private, two-stage rocket into orbit. Obstacle: U.S. airspace restrictions above 18,000 feet. Solution: Offshore launch platform — international waters. Timeline: Twelve months.
He stared at the last line and thought: Twelve months.






  
  Chapter 3
Suit


Andrew sat alone in the workshop behind his family's home staring at the Dream Pages document on his laptop. The glow from the screen illuminated the cluttered workbench in front of him. Small bins filled with hardware lined one wall. A 3D printer quietly hummed in the corner. Rolls of wire, spare electronics, and half-finished projects occupied nearly every available surface. To most people the workshop looked disorganized, but Andrew knew where everything was. Every shelf, drawer, and storage bin represented a project completed or one waiting for its turn. 
Most fourteen-year-olds would have looked at the assignment from Mr. Collins and seen another homework assignment.
Andrew saw a project plan.
The Dream Pages exercise had started as a simple classroom assignment. Students were asked to identify a long-term goal and outline the steps necessary to achieve it. Most of his classmates selected realistic objectives that fit comfortably within the expectations of adults. They wanted to become doctors, lawyers, engineers, athletes, teachers, or business owners. Andrew had considered several possibilities before eventually writing down the goal that had occupied his imagination since childhood.
Go to space.
The more he worked on the assignment, however, the less it felt like a dream and the more it felt like an engineering problem, and his eyes moved slowly down the growing list: Launch vehicle. Guidance system. Communications. Recovery. Support vessel. Fuel.
Each item represented a challenge that would eventually need a solution. Some seemed impossible. Others merely seemed difficult. Yet the process of breaking the goal into smaller pieces made it feel less intimidating. Space travel wasn't one giant problem. It was hundreds of smaller problems connected together.
One line continued drawing his attention.
Spacesuit.
He thought hard and stared at the word. Safety was one area where he refused to compromise. There were countless shortcuts that could potentially be taken throughout the project, but surviving in space was not one of them. Without a functioning spacesuit, the mission would end before it began.
The workshop door opened and Reynolds stepped inside carrying a soda in one hand and a notebook in the other.
"You look like you're trying to solve world hunger."
Andrew pointed toward the laptop.
"Just space travel."
"That's all?"
"Just a minor problem."
Reynolds pulled up a chair and sat beside him. The two friends had spent enough time together that Reynolds immediately recognized when Andrew was deep in thought, and usually it meant a new project was taking shape.
"What are we working on today?"
Andrew rotated the screen.
"Spacesuits."
Reynolds studied the document for a moment.
"I assume this is because normal clothing isn't considered acceptable in space."
"Generally frowned upon."
"Good to know."
Andrew laughed. "For anyone to survive in space for any length of time, they need protection from the environment. Pressure. Temperature control. Oxygen. Carbon dioxide removal. Moisture management. Communication systems. The list goes on."
"So we build one."
Andrew stared at him. "Build one?"
"Sure."
"From what?"
Reynolds thought about it. "Fair point."
The two sat quietly for several moments before Reynolds spoke again.
"So what are the options?"
Andrew smiled. "That's exactly what I was hoping you'd ask."
He opened his laptop and pulled up an internet browser.
"If modern civilization has taught us anything, it's that somebody is probably selling one online."
"You think?"
"I honestly have no idea."
The first search was simple: spacesuit for sale. Both boys immediately leaned closer to the screen. The first listing was an Apollo A7L-B Museum Quality Replica Space Suit, priced at $14,875.
"That actually looks pretty impressive," Reynolds admitted.
"It does."
The photos showed a beautiful recreation of the iconic Apollo-era suit. At first glance it looked authentic enough to stand on display in a museum. The deeper they read, however, the less useful it became. The life-support backpack was decorative, the suit was intended for display only, and many of its functional systems had been replaced with lightweight replicas.
"This is basically a costume."
"A very expensive costume."
"It would make a great Halloween outfit."
Andrew shook his head. "It fails the safety requirement."
That immediately removed it from consideration. The next listing, however, caught their attention for a different reason: an actual Soviet Orlan-D spacesuit. Unlike the Apollo replica, this one appeared authentic. Detailed photographs showed real hardware, real connectors, and real systems, and the price was equally impressive — $199,995.
"My parents were in high school when this thing was built."
"That worries you?"
"A little."
"For two hundred thousand dollars, I'd expect something younger than my parents."
Andrew couldn't argue with that. The suit was fascinating, but forty-year-old life-support equipment wasn't exactly inspiring confidence.
"Let's bookmark it."
"Just in case?"
"Just in case."
The search continued for nearly two hours as they reviewed listing after listing. Most were replicas. Some were incomplete. Others were clearly intended for collectors rather than actual use. Several looked suspicious enough that neither boy trusted them.
Eventually Reynolds sat forward. "Hold on."
Andrew looked over. "What?"
"This one."
A new listing filled the screen: a Russian Cosmonaut Space Suit ORLAN-M. Unlike many of the earlier listings, this one immediately felt different — the photographs were detailed, the suit appeared complete, and the condition looked excellent. Most importantly, the description indicated that the suit had been used aboard the International Space Station.
Andrew began reading every detail.
"The seller claims it works with the Quest Airlock."
Reynolds frowned. "I have no idea what that means."
"The Quest Airlock was designed so both American and Russian suits could be used on the ISS."
"Why is that important?"
"Because it means this suit was designed to work in modern operations."
Reynolds looked at the pictures again. The suit certainly looked impressive: the large rear-entry hatch, the rigid torso, the backpack system — everything about it appeared purposeful.
"What is the downside?"
Andrew pointed to the price: $99,999.
Reynolds whistled. "That's a lot of money."
"It is."
"For a twenty-year-old spacesuit."
"It is."
Neither spoke for several moments before Reynolds finally said something.
"You assigned me responsibility for suit systems."
Andrew nodded. "I did."
"Then my professional recommendation is that we learn everything we can before making a decision."
Andrew smiled. "That sounds surprisingly professional."
"I'm taking my role seriously."
For the next several days, the spacesuit became an obsession, and what started as a simple search evolved into a full research project. The boys located maintenance manuals, engineering drawings, service procedures, operational guides, and technical documentation. Every evening seemed to uncover another source of information. Some documents were translated from Russian. Others came from aerospace enthusiasts and collectors who had spent years studying the suits.
The deeper they dug, the more impressed they became — the Orlan-M wasn't a museum piece; it was a serious engineering system.
Reynolds became particularly fascinated. While Andrew continued focusing on the broader mission, Reynolds found himself drawn deeper into the details of the suit itself. He studied life-support systems. He learned how pressure regulation worked. He researched carbon dioxide scrubbers and moisture recovery systems. Before long he was spending almost as much time reading about spacesuits as Andrew spent reading about rockets.
One evening Reynolds arrived carrying a thick binder filled with printed pages.
Andrew looked up from his computer.
"What is all that?"
"The service manual."
"You printed the whole thing?"
"I like paper."
Andrew laughed. "That's over six hundred pages."
"I know."
"What exactly are you planning to do with it?"
Reynolds set the binder on the workbench.
"Become the world's leading fourteen-year-old expert on Orlan spacesuits."
Andrew smiled. "Fair enough."
As the weeks passed, Andrew began recognizing an important reality: he could not become an expert in everything, and the project was simply too large. Rockets alone represented an enormous body of knowledge. Guidance systems, orbital mechanics, communications, propulsion, life support, and navigation each represented entire careers for some people. Trying to master everything would guarantee failure, so delegation would be necessary.
Without ever formally discussing it, Reynolds gradually became the project's suit specialist: Andrew handled mission architecture, Reynolds handled suit systems, and it was a partnership that seemed to develop naturally.
One afternoon Reynolds arrived with another idea.
"If we're serious about buying this suit, we need a way to test it."
Andrew looked interested. "What kind of test?"
"A pressure test."
That immediately got Andrew's attention.
"Go on."
"If the suit can't hold pressure, nothing else matters."
The idea made perfect sense: a spacesuit existed for one primary purpose, maintaining a survivable environment, and if it couldn't do that, the mission was over.
"What are you thinking?"
Reynolds opened his notebook. For the next hour the two discussed pressure gauges, valves, oxygen connections, regulators, and test procedures, and by the end of the conversation they had a plan: they would build their own pressure-testing system.
It wouldn't be sophisticated. It wouldn't be pretty. But it would tell them whether the suit still functioned.
For the next several evenings the workshop transformed into a small engineering laboratory. PVC pipe, pressure gauges, valves, fittings, regulators, and hoses slowly accumulated on the workbench. Several early designs failed immediately. One leaked. Another produced inconsistent readings. A third looked promising until they realized they had overlooked a critical connection.
Each failure taught them something, and eventually a workable system began taking shape. The project was becoming more serious with every passing day.
Then the email arrived.
Andrew read it twice before calling Reynolds.
"Hey Reynolds."
"Tell me you have good news."
"I think I do."
"Did the seller respond?"
"He did."
There was a brief pause.
"And?"
Andrew smiled. "He wants to meet."
"Seriously?"
"Seriously."
"Where?"
"Houston."
For several seconds neither boy said anything. The project had moved another step forward, the next phase would require leaving the workshop, and if everything went well, they might soon own a real spacesuit.
The days leading up to the trip passed surprisingly quickly. Between school, homework, and the growing list of tasks associated with the project, neither Andrew nor Reynolds had much free time. Every afternoon seemed to be spent in the workshop refining the pressure-testing system they intended to bring to Houston. What began as a simple concept had evolved into a surprisingly capable diagnostic tool. Using information gathered from the Orlan service manual, they had identified the primary suit connections and designed adapters capable of interfacing with the suit without modifying any original hardware. Neither boy had any illusion that their homemade tester could certify a spacesuit for flight, but it would allow them to verify the most important question. Did the suit still work?
The project had become increasingly important to Reynolds. At first, he viewed the spacesuit as merely another item on Andrew's growing list of requirements. Over time, however, he found himself becoming genuinely interested in the engineering behind it. The suit represented a complete life-support system contained within a wearable shell. Every hose, connector, valve, and electronic component existed for a reason. The more he studied the manuals, the more impressed he became by the amount of engineering required to keep a human alive in an environment that was actively trying to kill them. While Andrew continued focusing on rockets, mission planning, and orbital mechanics, Reynolds remained focused on the suit.
The first challenge involved getting permission for the trip. Fortunately, Andrew's parents had become accustomed to unusual requests over the years. When he called his father to explain the situation, Carl seemed more curious than concerned. Andrew described the opportunity to inspect a genuine Orlan-M suit in Houston and explained that the seller had agreed to meet them in person.
"Hey, Andrew, what is the urgency? Is this something that can wait until I am home?" his father asked.
"No real emergency," Andrew replied. "Just time-sensitive. One of the items we identified for the school project is available in Houston. Reynolds and I would like to inspect it before somebody else buys it."
Carl laughed softly. "You make it sound like you're talking about a used car."
"In a way, I guess I am."
"Your mother already knows about this?"
"She said it was fine as long as Ken goes with us."
"Then I don't see a problem. Just stay safe, listen to Ken, and don't do anything that would make tomorrow's newspaper interesting."
Andrew smiled. "That's usually the goal."
With permission secured, the final evenings before departure were devoted entirely to preparation. The pressure-testing system underwent multiple trial runs. Reynolds created checklists. Andrew assembled documentation. They reviewed photographs from the listing and compared visible components against diagrams in the service manual. By the time Thursday arrived, both felt surprisingly prepared.
School ended at its normal time, but neither boy paid much attention to the final classes of the day. Their minds were already focused on Houston. The Young family aircraft was waiting for them at the airport.
The corporate jet was an Embraer Phenom 300, one of several aircraft Carl had evaluated before selecting it for company use. It offered a combination of speed, efficiency, and operating flexibility that made it ideal for business travel. While many corporate aircraft required two pilots, the Phenom could legally be operated by a single pilot under many circumstances. Carl appreciated efficiency, and the aircraft fit his philosophy perfectly.
As the boys climbed aboard, Reynolds immediately looked around with the same excitement he displayed every time he flew on the jet.
"This is still one of the coolest things I have ever done."
Andrew laughed. "Flying?"
"No. Flying across the country on a school
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