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			To my family, who signed off on the pitch in the hot tub. And especially to Joey, who gave it a name.

			—Jeff

			To Mrs. Noll, my seventh-grade teacher, and the first of my teachers to tell me I might have a future at this writing thing.

			—Rob

		

	
		
			
				Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

				I took the one less traveled by,

				And that has made all the difference.

				—Robert Frost, “The Road Not Taken”
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			LOUISE DEARBORNE

			NEWS1 BREAKING NEWS REPORT

			“Scientists have confirmed that a massive piece of Antarctica’s Thwaites Glacier has collapsed. The Thwaites has long been referred to as the ‘Doomsday Glacier,’ because its total collapse could cause a catastrophic rise in sea levels.

			“Roughly the size of Florida, scientists first discovered it was losing ice at an accelerating rate in the 1970s. Each year, it contributes to four percent of sea level rise as it sheds billions of tons of ice into the ocean. Its complete collapse could elevate sea levels by two feet, which has the potential to put more than ninety-seven million people in the path of expanding flood areas.

			“But the Thwaites also plays a vital role in the stability of the surrounding ice sheets. According to the University of Oregon’s Glacier Lab, a complete collapse could destabilize the surrounding sheets, which has the potential to raise sea levels by ten feet, causing catastrophic global flooding.

			“The piece that broke off is roughly the size of Rhode Island and is enough to set off alarm bells in the scientific community that a total collapse could happen in our lifetime.

			“And now, as we approach the fall, denim jackets are back in vogue! Here’s fashion correspondent Heather Kane with a special report on the best deals for every style…”

			EMAIL

			FROM JOHN WARD

			Here we find ourselves. Ready to embark on a mission that will change the course of history. Not just human history, but our fundamental understanding of the universe. It should come as little surprise that I’m going to be the one to do it.

			Which is funny, when you think about it.

			Everything on my end is set. I would imagine it is on your end, too. I can say that because there’s only one person in this entire world who I trust.

			I’ve been thinking a lot about how this whole thing started.

			Before the money, before the contracts, before the spaceships.

			I mean the very beginning. Sitting in my bedroom as a child. Lonely, scared. Staring out my window, at the vastness of space. I needed to know what was out there. I needed to know how much bigger things were. It made me who I am. That desire to reach, to seek, to discover—it laid the groundwork for Horizons. For everything I’ve done with my life.

			I knew there was so much more beyond what I could see.

			We’re ready to go, here. The press conference is tomorrow. Hopefully you see this beforehand. Good luck on your end.

			Here’s to changing the world, my friend.

			RYAN CRANE

			HILL EAST, WASHINGTON, D.C.

			“FUUUUU­UUUUU­UUUUU­UCK!”

			Ryan Crane snapped awake. Purely on instinct, he fumbled for the bedside nightstand, trying to get to the biometric gun safe inside. But as he pulled the drawer open and glanced over his shoulder, the only thing he saw was Nina, on the other side of the bed, curled into herself so tightly she was shaking.

			He hit the lamp, casting light into the dim space. Nina’s face was twisted into a rictus of pain. Her skin covered in sweat, her strawberry-blond hair plastered to her head. Ryan reached over and put his hand on her shoulder. She was burning up.

			Before he could even ask the question, she groaned and spoke through gritted teeth.

			“Stomach…”

			Earlier tonight, after dinner. Tummy troubles, she’d said. She thought it was gas pains, so she took some Tums. They put the kids to bed, and Ryan left her on the couch with a peck on the forehead so she could catch up on episodes of The Great British Baking Show and he could get enough sleep for tomorrow’s early shift.

			She’d looked uncomfortable, but she shrugged it off as something she ate.

			This wasn’t something she ate. She was gripping the lower right side of her abdomen.

			Appendix, Ryan thought.

			“Mommy?”

			Scarlett was standing in the bedroom doorway, her hair hanging in wild tangles, wearing her Frozen nightgown. She was half-awake and looked more confused than scared.

			“Honey, go to Teddy’s room,” Ryan told her. “Stay with him there. Mommy’s tummy hurts real bad, but I’m going to take her to a doctor.”

			Ryan hopped off the bed and grabbed a robe to throw over Nina’s shoulders, then slipped a pair of jeans over his boxer shorts.

			“Mommy said a bad word,” Scarlett said.

			“I’m sorry, love,” Nina said, straining to get the words out in a coherent and calming flow. “Please go to Teddy’s room, okay?”

			The little girl shrugged, muttered “Okay,” and padded down the hallway. Ryan couldn’t help but laugh.

			That kid. Unflappable.

			Nina yelled out again, grabbing a pillow and jamming it into her face to muffle the sound. Ryan pulled his phone from the charger and dialed 911. The call connected, and before the operator could say anything, he blurted out, “This is Ryan Crane, MPD, badge four six nine six. My wife is having severe stomach pain. Most likely appendicitis. We need an ambulance.”

			“Okay, I have your address here on Massachusetts Avenue southeast. We’ve had two major emergencies tonight, so it’s going to take about fifteen minutes to get someone out there.”

			Ryan sighed. He could get her to the hospital twice in that time.

			“Forget it, just notify Carter Memorial we’re coming,” he said, and hung up.

			He attempted to guide Nina to her feet, but she could barely move, so he picked her up in his arms, maneuvering toward the door. She felt like a furnace. “C’mon, babe, we’re going for a ride. You love it when I drive fast, don’t you?”

			She grunted in response.

			At the stairs, he put her on the chair lift—he could dash down, get his shoes on, find his car fob, and be ready to go by the time she got to the bottom…

			But when he hit the button, the damn thing whirred for a second and then didn’t move.

			Great.

			“C’mon, sweets, I need you to stand,” Ryan said, easing Nina to her feet and placing her hand on the banister.

			“OkaaaaaayyyyyyyyYYYYY,” Nina said, the word morphing into a scream. She gripped the railing like a vise, and Ryan helped her with one hand, using the other to dial his next-door neighbor, Darnell, who answered with a groggy jumble of letters on the third ring.

			“I have to get Nina to the hospital. Can you come over and stay with the kids?”

			The call disconnected. By the time Ryan opened the front door, Darnell was bounding onto the porch in red flannel pants and a white tank top, nearly every inch of skin on his bulging arms covered in tattoos.

			“C’mon, man, out here making me feel bad for not hitting the gym,” Ryan said.

			“Told you I’d train you. I think you’re just lazy,” Darnell said. “She okay?”

			“Noooooo!” Nina screamed.

			“You heard her,” Ryan said. “Check on the kids and I’ll call you in a bit. You good?”

			“Whatever you need,” Darnell said. “I’m working remote tomorrow anyway.”

			Ryan got Nina down to the curb, and for once, luck was on their side; when he’d come home from the grocery store earlier, he’d found a spot right in front of the townhouse, rather than down the block and around the corner. He opened the passenger-side door and gently lowered Nina into a sitting position, then slid over the hood and hopped into the driver’s seat.

			“Always…” she said, breathing through the pain, “…a show-off.”

			Ryan got the car started, made sure the street was clear, and swung into the road, cutting a hard U-turn.

			“C’mon, that’s why you married me,” he said.

			This late, there wouldn’t be too much traffic; it’d be a quick shot down Potomac, onto 695, straight to Carter Memorial. Five, six minutes tops.

			The only challenge would be if another cop saw him. Which reminded Ryan—he clicked on the police radio as he raced down the empty streets. He was met with a burst of chatter; there was a four-car pileup on 295 and a three-alarm fire in Columbia Heights.

			That explains that. Busy night for the Metropolitan Police Department.

			As Ryan tore through a red light, Nina leaned forward and screamed.

			“It’s gonna be okay, sweetheart,” Ryan said. “You’re a goddamn warrior queen. You gave birth to two whole kids. Remember Teddy?” Sixteen hours of labor—how could she not? “You handled that like a pro.”

			“Certainly didn’t…feel that way…”

			“Well, I was impressed.”

			“Yeah, I did all the work.”

			“I provided moral support.”

			“You did…”

			Ryan reached over and grabbed Nina’s hand.

			“Hey, I love you,” he said.

			“Even more…than pizza?” she asked.

			“Even more than pizza, babe,” he said.

			He looked across at her, at the woman he loved with everything he had. And it tore his heart in half to see her in this much pain. He wished he could take it from her. Carry it for her until they got to the hospital…

			And then a horn blasted from somewhere to the left, an instant before headlights lit up the interior of the car.

			He was approaching the quagmire of Pennsylvania Avenue, where he’d have to cut across a slight curve and two lanes of traffic—and saw a car barreling toward him.

			And he didn’t have the light.

			The other driver managed to slam on their brakes as Ryan yanked the wheel to the right. There was a terrible screech, and even with the windows closed, he could smell the burnt rubber.

			It wasn’t close, but it could have been.

			He needed to pay attention. As he approached the entrance ramp for 695, his heart racing in his chest, he whispered an apology to the other driver and then grabbed Nina’s hand again. But he kept his eyes on the road.

			“Almost there, sweetheart,” he said. “Almost there.”

			PADMA SINGH

			CAPITOL HILL, WASHINGTON, D.C.

			Padma slammed on the brakes, narrowly avoiding the dark-colored sedan that barreled into the intersection in front of her.

			The air in her lungs froze as she waited for the impact, but then it didn’t come—the car turned hard, then sped away, and it was just her and the quiet street, her own car poking awkwardly into the cross street.

			She reminded herself to breathe, taking a deep inhale, letting her head drop to the steering wheel as Taylor Swift sang about shaking it off.

			Easier said than done, Taylor, she thought.

			She looked back at the road. The light was green.

			“Asshole,” she muttered, before easing off the brake, letting the car roll forward.

			Padma was glad she’d had that third cup of coffee after dinner. It meant she wasn’t going to sleep for a little while longer, but at least she’d been alert.

			She drove the final few blocks to her apartment building with her hands tightly gripped at ten and two, then guided the car down the ramp, where the license plate scanner registered her car and the garage door slowly lifted. She drove to her reserved spot, as always marveling at the gleaming luxury cars surrounding her—and a little embarrassed for how her decade-old Civic looked in comparison.

			It took a moment to assemble the flurry of papers she’d unceremoniously dumped onto the passenger seat, some of them scattered into the footwell from when she’d slammed on the brakes. Once everything was secured in her bag, she headed out, stopping halfway to the elevator to click the fob on her key chain, unlocking the door and locking it again, just to make sure it was really and truly locked.

			Inside the elevator she said, “Hi, it’s Padma.”

			“Good evening, Padma,” the AI assistant responded, in the same British accent that always slightly confounded her—why did the designer choose that for an elevator system in D.C.? Because British people sound smarter?

			The doors closed, and the elevator began its gentle ascent, the glass walls offering an expansive view of the city.

			She’d been hesitant about leaving her home and her family, all the way back in Brooklyn. But Ward really had spared no expense in terms of making her feel comfortable, putting her up in a luxury penthouse in the heart of Capitol Hill.

			D.C. wasn’t much to look at during the day, almost a little drab, but those government buildings looked beautiful lit up against the night sky.

			At her last apartment, in Crown Heights, parking was a full-contact sport, and the front door was frequently broken. Then she had to climb six flights to get to her apartment. The food was better in New York, but she much preferred this.

			As the elevator approached the top floor, she felt a little clicking at the back of her brain. She’d forgotten something. She didn’t know what. A quick glimpse at her bag confirmed she had the essentials: laptop, paperwork, phone, key fobs, her limited-edition sparkling rainbow tumbler from Starbucks…

			That feeling, though, just wouldn’t go away.

			Maybe it wasn’t an item; maybe it was something she was supposed to do?

			No matter. Nothing mattered right now.

			Tomorrow was going to be a big day.

			The elevator doors opened, and she stepped off. The camera above her door scanned her face, and the soft light around the handle turned from white to green. She pushed through, vaguely wondering if Brett was awake or asleep.

			They’d met at NASA’s D.C. headquarters the first week she started. A friendly lunch in the commissary followed by a few dates quickly turned into a relationship. Padma was pretty sure he said he was coming over tonight, and he was well aware that sometimes her work took her into the late hours. He didn’t always have it in him to wait up, because as a statistician he was an early riser—typically in by eight and out by six—while Padma’s research for Ward…well, the hours were basically unending.

			Brett at times seemed to resent the fact that his newbie NASA girlfriend had somehow leapfrogged over him at the agency in terms of the import and secrecy of her position, but he never made an issue of it—which Padma appreciated.

			She didn’t see his shoes by the door. Maybe he wasn’t coming over tonight. She dropped her bag and made her way to the kitchen, glancing at her plant collection as she went, which lined the walls and the shelves and nearly every free spot by the windows—the philodendron, the snake plants and elephant ear, the succulents and cacti. She loved her plants. She acknowledged it could be her imagination, but the air in her apartment felt cleaner.

			She decided to scrounge up a snack, then maybe watch a little TV. Something to help her decompress and, if she was lucky, lull her into a few hours of sleep before her alarm went off.

			The kitchen was all white tile and dark cabinets and gleaming surfaces. She kept telling herself she’d cook in there. Until then, she was happy to let Brett do it. He was so much better at that anyway. Cooking was something Padma had never really taken to; she preferred the ease and assurance of takeout.

			And, as usual, the kitchen was spotless—except for a piece of paper on the counter.

			Brett’s handwriting: Dinner in the fridge.

			So he did come over. Maybe he wanted to hit the gym in the morning and decided it would be best to go home. He’d probably texted her with his plans. She hadn’t taken her phone off “do not disturb” when she left.

			That must be what she forgot.

			Padma opened the fridge and her stomach dropped.

			Nestled on the empty shelves was a tray of lasagna, covered in plastic wrap, with a small piece taken out.

			That’s what she forgot.

			Brett’s birthday dinner.

			Which he said he’d make himself, he was just excited to cook in her kitchen, and all he wanted was to spend some quality time with her before the big day.

			And she’d even worked extra hard this week to clear her schedule, but then the presentation for tomorrow, the slides, the color of it seemed…off to her. It was too bright, too feminine, and she knew that winning over a roomful of government officials was going to take something serious, so she’d spent hours futzing, changing the color scheme from deep purple to regular old purple to a royal blue.

			In the process, she forgot about the birthday dinner.

			Which, big picture, might have been for the best. She had meant to pick him up a present on the way home, too. Which, thinking about it now, didn’t make sense; it was after midnight. What could she have bought? A Slurpee at 7-Eleven?

			She picked up her phone and took it off “do not disturb,” only to find a single text from Brett.

			Good luck tomorrow.

			Like the twist of a knife.

			Brett was normally loquacious, especially in text—updating her on his day, his plans, how long he had to wait for a treadmill at the gym. That the only waiting text was three simple words spoke volumes about his feelings.

			She considered calling him but knew her reasoning sounded ridiculous. Brett generally understood, but this one was hard to explain. I needed to fix the colors.

			Every detail mattered. This wasn’t just about a presentation. It wasn’t only about the project she’d been working on for the last six years.

			It was about the future of the human race.

			It was about taking the next big step in the history of their species.

			He might not think the color mattered, but it did.

			It did to her, at least.

			And it would to Ward.

			How could she explain that?

			And anyway, he’d be sleeping by this point.

			Padma considered carving off a hunk of the lasagna but ultimately felt she didn’t deserve it. So she pulled the bag of goldfish crackers out of the pantry and stuck a handful in her mouth.

			And she thought about it a little more.

			Royal blue. She’d initially rejected it because it felt too formal. Like every other presentation this group of people had ever seen. The deep purple felt different. It played well against the deep blacks of outer space. And Ward had already signed off on it; would he be upset to find that the entire thing was a different color now? Maybe.

			She sighed and poured herself a glass of seltzer. She ensured the handouts of her white paper—some of the journalist dinosaurs still preferred hard copies—were stacked, ready, and stapled for tomorrow, carefully arranged on the counter, and then pulled out her laptop, ready to revert the slides from royal blue back to dark purple.

			But burnt orange could be nice, too…

			THE CASE FOR TITAN

			BY PADMA SINGH

			EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

			For decades, humanity has looked to Mars as our next stop in the solar system. Over the last several years, technology in ion propulsion drives has increased exponentially, shortening a potential trip from years to months. As such, politicians and the general public alike have been asking: When will we finally step foot on the Red Planet, made famous in these circles by scientists like Carl Sagan and writers like Ray Bradbury and Andy Weir?

			But as the scientific community is widely aware, Mars is an inhospitable, barren desert. While we know the planet has ice, and therefore water, the effort of accessing that resource remains monumental. Not to mention the planet’s thin atmosphere, which would not protect humanity from cosmic radiation.

			To survive, humans would need to wear shielded, pressurized suits. And to thrive, we would have to spend billions just on mining equipment to dig up resources and construct underground habitats.

			We’re looking in the wrong place.

			We should instead be looking past Mars, to Saturn’s moon Titan.

			Titan is roughly half the size of Earth, and it’s so far out that a year on Titan would be roughly twenty-nine years on Earth. But it has a nitrogen-rich atmosphere, 50 percent thicker than Earth’s. The surface may seem inhospitable: covered in ice as hard as granite and sand dunes made of plastics, with lakes of ethane and methane. The atmosphere is hazy, limiting visibility, and the amount of sunlight that reaches the surface is lower, creating a perpetual orange twilight.

			But humans wouldn’t need pressurized suits; they’d need only temperature-controlled suits to combat the freezing cold. The atmosphere would provide ample protection from cosmic rays, meaning habitats could be built on the surface.

			Those plastic dunes could be used to construct surface-level habitats, and the ethane and methane lakes could power them. Because of the weaker gravity, a rocket launching from the surface of Titan would take far less fuel than it does on Earth—and fuel is already in ample supply there.

			In order to settle a new world, we need accessible resources, and we need to protect the first humans to take that step. We can do both of those things on Titan. I believe, over time, smaller settlements can be linked together, and in the space of a few decades, we could have a thriving colony living and flourishing on Titan’s surface.

			Thanks to Horizons’ newly developed ion thrust engines and Starblazer, the ship John Ward has been constructing in low-Earth orbit, we could be there in a year—as compared to seven under previously available technology.

			In the following paper, I will make the case that Titan, not Mars, should be humanity’s focus as we look beyond Earth…

			JOHN WARD

			NASA HEADQUARTERS CONFERENCE ROOM, WASHINGTON, D.C.

			John Ward let the air out of his lungs in a long, controlled exhale. It served to slow his heartbeat a bit. A tiny moment of meditation before the show started. That he was surrounded by not only Padma but also two of his handlers and three security guards distracted him not in the slightest. White noise, after all these years.

			He turned to Padma, who looked like she hadn’t slept in days. Which was probably true. The girl was a mess—her raven hair looked like it had been half combed, and her pink blouse was buttoned wrong.

			But she was brilliant. That’s all that mattered.

			“Missed a button there,” Ward said.

			She looked down, gave a tiny yelp, and turned to reconfigure her top. When she turned back, she looked on the verge of tears, so Ward did what he always did in these situations. He put his hands on her shoulders, looked her deep in the eyes, and said, “You’ve got this. I believe in you.”

			Truth was, he could foresee a scenario where this didn’t work out the way he’d hoped it would, but he wasn’t about to tell her that.

			Instead, he added, “You are literally the world’s foremost expert on this subject. No one on the planet is more deserving to be in this room—or on this journey—than you.”

			The affirmation worked. As soon as the words left his mouth, she stood a little straighter. A little more steel in her spine.

			“Do we really have to do this?” she asked.

			Clearly, not enough steel.

			“We’ve been selling this to senators and subcommittees for months,” Ward said. “The president or Congress could always pull funding at the last minute. The point now is to go out and sell it to the public. Tell the story. Get them on our side. None of these goons ever lifted a finger on anything unless they thought it’d get them some votes. So let’s go get them some votes.”

			Which was partly true. If Congress pulled funding, he’d have to put up more of his own money and it would set them back by at least a year. But the partnership with NASA meant access to a lot of the equipment he needed.

			And the potential that it could earn him some votes didn’t hurt.

			Padma nodded, determined now. “Okay. We can do this.”

			“That’s the spirit,” he said. “Let’s go save the world.”

			With that, Ward nodded to a handler, who promptly pulled aside the curtain to a packed conference room.

			To the left was a massive table, every seat taken—reporters with notepads and tape recorders at the ready. The back wall was lined with cameras and television news correspondents.

			To the right was a small dais, a lectern, a screen, and Henry Owens, administrator of NASA, wearing the same sort of ill-fitting government-issue gray suit that was popular with the older white male demographic of politician in this town.

			Ward was happy about his sartorial choice—a deep purple wool canvas suit with a matching shirt underneath and brown loafers. No-show dress socks—purple, too, because it mattered to him. The color of the suit matched the color in the slides Padma had sent over, which he hoped some of the style blogs would pick up on. It was always nice to diversify coverage sources. Get the fashionistas on board, too.

			Henry Owens clapped like a seal as Ward made his way to the lectern, where he accepted a handshake and a pat on the back as his security guys efficiently spread throughout the room. Ward was used to applause, but instead the room was filled with the sound of clicking cameras and shouted questions. He put his hands up and then lowered them in a “calm down” gesture.

			“We’ll get to all your questions, don’t worry,” he said. “Now, some of you may know me, but just in case, I’m John Ward, CEO of Horizons…” That drew a few chuckles from the audience. “And I’m here today with an exciting new plan that, frankly, I’m not smart enough to explain to you, so I’m going to let this young lady take the wheel. Padma Singh is a brilliant astrophysicist and the world’s leading expert on the Titan colonization plan.”

			Damn it, meant to say “settlement,” not “colonization”; “colonization” has negative undertones, he thought. Okay, carry on…

			“So,” he said, waving his hand like a magician, “I’ll let Padma talk to you for a bit and show you some pretty slides, then I’m going to come save her from you lot of vultures. Whaddaya say?”

			Again, no applause.

			It’s okay, not the audience for it.

			He stepped aside from the lectern and let Padma get settled behind it. The lights dimmed, and the screen sprung to life, showing a glowing brown orb speckled with yellow.

			Saturn’s moon Titan.

			And the slides were burnt orange now. Damn it. She must have changed them…

			“Ladies and gentlemen, we’re here today to talk about establishing the first human colony outside Earth,” Padma said, her voice cracking only slightly.

			But after that, she seemed to find her center, and she dug in.

			Ward was happy to step back into the shadows and let her work.

			And he had to hand it to Padma. Once she locked in, she was spectacular, selling the plan with an incredible amount of passion and confidence. To think, all those years he wasted researching Mars, and then he stumbled across one profoundly insightful paper she wrote, and here they were…

			“So, to sum up, the purpose of the mission,” Padma said, “is proof of concept. We’re going to show that the transit time is not only achievable but safe. I’ll be able to take readings on the moon once we’re there, but we’ll also leave behind a satellite that will collect data for us. The mission will take two years, round trip. But another two years after that, we should be prepared to launch a supply shuttle to Titan, and within a few months after that, the first manned mission to the surface.”

			Padma looked over to Ward, who nodded and stepped to the lectern.

			His time to shine.

			“Look, it’s 2031 and the Earth isn’t getting any cleaner,” he said. “We all saw what happened with the Thwaites Glacier. The climate has officially reached one point five degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels. Current models show that in another ten years, many parts of the planet could be uninhabitable. Mass migrations out of coastal zones are already destabilizing governments. No matter what we do to reverse the effects of climate change, we have to accept that we turned the knob on the thermostat and then broke it off. Sooner or later we’re going to have to look beyond our planet. This is the first step to doing that. This is about taking the next great leap for mankind.” Ward eyed the assembly, hoping for at least some recognition of the Armstrong reference. Crickets. Tough room. He clapped his hands and then raised them to the crowd. “Okay, questions?”

			He was met with a cacophony of shouts.

			“Since you’re not going to behave, I’m going to call on you one at a time,” he said, then pointed to a young man with a mop of brown hair. “Yessir, with the hair.”

			“Queally, LA Times. Are you really expecting us to buy this, like it’s not some kind of publicity stunt for your presidential run?”

			Ward forced a smile. “Coming in hot there. Yes, I’m running for president, and yes, this may win me a couple of votes among the Star Trek fans, but that’s not the point. The point is scientific exploration and American greatness.” Ward went fishing for a slightly friendlier face and found Susanne Matthews from The Washington Post. “Hey there, Suzy?”

			She stood and arched a harsh blond eyebrow. Right, she didn’t like to be called Suzy. “This is a question for Mr. Owens. How much money is NASA investing in this mission, exactly?”

			Owens stepped to the lectern with a look on his face like a dog who’d made a mess on the lawn. “Look, we’ve always valued the options and flexibility that our public-private endeavors have afforded us. It’s hard to put a number on it, especially when you look down the stream and consider the return on investment, in terms of new technologies and access to alternative energy sources. But…probably in the range of three billion dollars.”

			Ward rolled his eyes as the room exploded. Owens tried to yell over the din: “Which Mr. Ward is matching dollar for dollar!” But it seemed to be lost.

			After a moment the Post reporter got control of the room. “So you’re investing three billion dollars of taxpayer money into a vanity project for a billionaire who’s running for president? And you’re basing this on a paper written by…” The reporter glanced down at her notes. “…I’m sorry, Ms. Singh, what and where did you study?”

			Padma swallowed nervously and stepped up to the microphone. “Astronomy and astrophysics at Columbia. I’m starting my fourth year in the PhD pro—”

			The Post reporter interrupted: “You don’t even have a doctorate?” He turned to Ward. “You can’t be serious.”

			Ward was about to speak when Padma put her hand on the mic, a look of grim determination on her face. “Whether I have the word ‘doctor’ in front of my name is irrelevant. Ward saw something in me, and that’s why I’m up here. Because I believe in this project. And you can call this whatever you want, if you think it’s going to mean a good headline. But the reality is, we need this mission. Humanity needs this mission. Besides needing to find new habitable homes, some of the greatest technological innovations of our time came from space travel. Water purification systems. Artificial limbs. Baby formula. Smoke detectors. All sprung from research related to space travel. We took our eyes off space, and we’ve stagnated. If one single invention comes out of it that matches the usefulness of any of those things, this will have been worth it.” She paused, then with grave sincerity said, “But beyond all that, what we learn from this mission might just save our children, and their children.”

			The room seemed to settle a little after that. Part of it may have been Padma’s conviction. Part of it might be the fact that the press felt better beating up on Ward than it did on her.

			Either way, a win is a win, Ward thought.

			He went searching for a friendly face. Paul Simonson, from CNN. He was always good for a softball. “Paulie, what have you got?”

			“I’ve got sources telling me about a report that appeared and suddenly vanished regarding the viability of this mission,” he said. “Care to comment?”

			Well, that was a swing and a miss. Ward considered his words carefully, poker-faced, as the legion of journalists and even Padma looked on in curious anticipation.

			“I’ve pored over thousands of reports related to this mission,” Ward said. “Tens of thousands. If I were still printing on paper, it’d have taken down an entire forest. Stuff gets lost in the shuffle, so I’ll tell you what: If you can tell me specifically what you’re asking about, give me a ring, okay? Until then, I can’t even begin to speculate.”

			That was followed by another volley of shouted questions. Ward smiled and put his hands up. “All the time we’ve got for today. Thanks so much for coming out.”

			With handlers and security promptly on the move, Ward hustled Padma back out of the room, then down a corridor and into the unmarked conference space they’d used as a greenroom. He took another long breath, tried to let it out slowly.

			It did nothing to slow his heart.

			“How’d we do?” Padma asked.

			“Honestly?” Ward said. “Could have gone better.”

			STYLESHARK.COM

			WARD’S TITANIC FACE-PLANT IN EGGPLANT

			Wannabe presidential candidate John Ward should invest some of his money in a fashion consultant—the expense of his suit was rivaled only by its garishness, sort of like he wrapped himself in an old eggplant.

			The look wasn’t helped along by the fact that it clashed with a ridiculous slideshow—burnt orange, yuck—about spending billions of dollars—specifically ours—to go to one of Saturn’s moons.

			Giving the presentation alongside a woman who looked like she dressed herself in the dark (she’s an astrophysicist, so we’ll cut her some slack by not plastering her name all over the internet), Ward got a chilly reception from the press and walked out with his face nearly the same color as his suit.

			Wethinks he ought to worry a little less about moons and a little more about how he leaves the house in the morning. Seriously, is anyone else as exhausted by this man as we are? When is he going to realize that we’re not laughing with him…

			RYAN CRANE

			CARTER MEMORIAL HOSPITAL, WASHINGTON, D.C.

			“Mr. Crane?”

			Ryan jerked awake from where he’d been dozing in the waiting room. It was a wonder he’d even fallen into that twilight space, given the harshness of the fluorescent lights and the chair that seemed to be designed to inflict pain.

			He looked up to find a tall, absurdly handsome man in a white lab coat—square jaw and salt-and-pepper hair, with a twinkle in his blues.

			“I’m Dr. Antonio Segura,” he said, smiling and extending his hand. “I performed the surgery on your wife.”

			“I hope she was under the whole time,” Ryan said. “You look like one of those TV show doctors. Last thing I need is my wife waking up and running off with you.”

			Segura smiled in a way that made Ryan think people often commented on his appearance.

			“I’m sure your wife is quite taken with you,” he said. “She’s doing fine, by the way.”

			“Kinda figured. You didn’t have a bad-news face on.”

			Segura took a breath. He was probably tired. So was Ryan, and he dealt with difficult emotions by plastering them over with humor. Which not everyone liked, but it worked for him. And the truth was, he’d spent the night absolutely terrified. Appendectomies were routine, Carter Memorial was a good hospital—but sometimes things went wrong.

			“How’d the surgery go?” Ryan asked, trying to be a bit more serious.

			Segura sat on the chair next to him and folded his hands. “Very well. Our preference is to do it laparoscopically, which means smaller incisions. Given the advanced stage, we were worried about a rupture, so we had to do an open surgery. The only difference is a slightly bigger scar, and we may want to keep her one more night, just to keep an eye on things.” Then the doctor laughed. “I have to tell you, your wife has a high tolerance for pain. Most people come in well before that.”

			“She’s a hell of a woman, and she can put up with a lot,” Ryan said. Then he smiled. “After all, she married me.”

			Segura laughed again. “I can see how that might take some degree of patience.”

			“So can I go in and see her?”

			“She’s sleeping right now, and she will be for a little while longer.”

			“Okay then,” Ryan said, trying to rub the sleep from his face. “Where can I get a good cup of coffee around here?”

			“Not in the cafeteria, that’s for sure,” Segura said. “There’s a place down the block. TradeRoast. They’re usually a little busy around this time, but it’s worth it. Good food, too.”

			Ryan felt a grumble in his stomach at the mention of something to eat. Coffee and a muffin sounded really good right about now.

			“Okay, doc,” he said, shaking the man’s hand again. “Love of my life in there. Thanks for taking care of her.”

			“She did great,” Segura said. “When you come back, if I’m not here, the nurse will go over the aftercare. But just remember, plenty of rest and fluids, and easy on the canoodling for a bit.”

			With a smile, the doctor hustled off. Ryan headed for the front doors of the hospital and stepped into the blazing sunlight. It was the start of September. He remembered when September brought the promise of temperate days and cool nights; now they were lucky if the mercury dipped below 90 before October.

			In the morning heat, he felt crusty—unshowered, unshaven, wearing a pair of jeans that may have been dirty, a T-shirt, and the closest pair of boots he could find. He scratched his face and considered driving home to check on the kids, but he didn’t feel good about leaving Nina. He wanted to be there when she woke up.

			As he strolled down the block, hoping it was the right direction, he called Darnell, who answered on the second ring.

			“How’s she doing?” he asked.

			“All good,” Ryan said. “She’s sleeping now. How are the kids?”

			“Teddy ate. Got him downstairs just fine. He’s doing some cool drawing. Scarlett has me watching Frozen 3. Man, this movie is good.”

			“I prefer the second one, but hey, there’s much crappier fare she could be subjecting you to,” Ryan said. “Listen, Nina’s still out, and…”

			“Dude, we good,” Darnell said. “It’s a quiet day for me, you know I don’t mind hanging with the kids.”

			“And they’re okay?”

			“They get it,” Darnell said. “I told them their mom was fine and you were with her and she was with the best doctors in the world. Man, you got some good kids right here.”

			“They’re just good to you because you know where we keep the real snacks.”

			“Whatever works.”

			“Exactly. I owe you, bud.”

			“You always get my back, I always get yours. Do your thing and let me know how it goes.”

			“Okay, can I talk to Scarlett?” Ryan asked.

			There was a shuffling sound, and then Scarlett’s tiny voice sounded through the phone.

			“Hey, Daddy,” she said. “Mommy is okay, right?”

			“She’s fine. She’s sleeping now. More important, are you taking good care of Darnell?”

			“I’m mad at him,” she said.

			“Why?”

			“Because he said I could have some candy but I wanted more candy and then he said no.” Ryan could hear the pout on her face.

			“Well, kiddo, the way you eat candy, you’re literally going to turn into candy, so I think he made the right call. Listen, I love you, tell Teddy I love him, and I’ll let you two know what’s going on soon, okay?”

			“Okay, Daddy.”

			Ryan waited a moment, thinking Scarlett might pass the phone back to Darnell, but she just ended the call. He laughed and stuck the phone into his pocket, in time to look up and see a gaggle of reporters outside NASA headquarters, the massive concrete-and-glass behemoth across the street. Must be some kind of event or something. The reporters were surrounding someone who seemed to be trying to get to a black SUV parked at the curb. A very expensive luxury SUV, so probably not a politician.

			But then his attention was diverted to a beat-up white delivery van slowly coasting to a stop across the street.

			Twelve years on the job, and Ryan had developed a pretty good sense of when something bad might be about to happen.

			The sounds of the street—the traffic, the shouting reporters—all of it faded as his focus narrowed on the van. From where he was standing, he couldn’t make out the driver. The window was tinted.

			It sat there, idling. Not putting on its flashers. No one hopped from the back to deliver something. It wasn’t branded. The paint was scratched, and the engine was heaving; it was old, in disrepair. Weren’t a lot of old vans in a state of disrepair cruising around this neighborhood.

			He glanced over at the scrum across the street and caught a glimpse of a tall, handsome man in the middle of the crowd, wearing a purple suit.

			John Ward.

			Things were starting to add up.

			Ryan didn’t have his service weapon on him, and his personal gun was stashed in the bedside drawer at home. He hadn’t thought to bring it, and he suddenly wished he had it. Not that he liked carrying a gun around with him—the burden of it always felt a bit too heavy—but better to have it and not need it.

			As he glanced around for some kind of makeshift weapon, the side door of the van slid open.

			A man stepped out wearing a black ski mask, toting an assault rifle.

			Ryan immediately darted to the right, behind a parked car and outside the gunman’s field of view. No one seemed to have noticed yet. The man was carrying the gun close to his side. Even the cars screeching to a stop in the street to keep from hitting him—no one seemed to notice the depth of the danger yet.

			The man drew closer to the crowd and raised the gun, taking aim. Being careful. He wasn’t planning to fire indiscriminately.

			It was a gamble, but Ryan could work with it: he needed to create some confusion. He put his hands around his mouth and screamed at the top of his lungs, “GUN!”

			That did it.

			The gunman paused, wondering where the shout had come from. Ryan had ducked behind a stopped car and was slowly working his way over, getting closer while staying out of sight.

			But the screams now cutting the air told him people had seen, so hopefully Ward would duck for cover. Ryan made his way around until he was situated behind the gunman, who was whipping his head around in confusion.

			Ryan went in low, from behind, stepping forward so his foot was between the gunman’s legs. Then he leaned down, grabbed the man’s ankles, and yanked up. The man went airborne before coming down face-first on the pavement with a sickening crack.

			Ryan grabbed the assault rifle and whipped back toward the van. There was another person climbing out now, also carrying a rifle, but she was fumbling with it, like she didn’t understand how to use it.

			“MPD, get down on the ground now,” Ryan shouted.

			The woman’s eyes went wide behind the ski mask. She tossed down the assault rifle, hurled herself back into the van, and pulled the door closed. Within seconds the van roared to life, and it tore down the street, weaving between stopped cars until it struck a streetlight, the engine still gunning with the car at a full stop.

			Ryan turned back to the gunman, who was lying on the ground and groaning, cradling his face, blood seeping between his fingers. The scene was under control. Ryan immediately threw the gun down and put his hands up; he wasn’t in uniform and didn’t want any first responders approaching the scene to mistake him for the shooter.

			Within moments, two cops were coming toward him, guns drawn.

			“Get down, get down!” they screamed in unison.

			“Ryan Crane, MPD! I’m a cop!” Ryan shouted back, and he slowly lowered himself to his knees, hands up.

			The cops got closer, and Ryan recognized one of them: Dan Parish, one of the younger department hotshots who would do or say anything to make a name for himself and climb the ranks.

			Parish stopped, pointing his gun down at the ground.

			“Crane,” he said, barely hiding his disdain.

			“Yeah,” Ryan said. “Nice to see you, too. You’re welcome, by the way.”

			JANET WILLIAMS

			CNN BREAKING NEWS REPORT

			“Two days ago, a potential bloodbath was averted outside NASA headquarters in downtown D.C., and tonight, we have exclusive information on the motives behind this terrifying incident.

			“Mason and Ivy Cavendish, twins from Butte, Montana, drove to D.C. with the intent of killing billionaire Horizons CEO John Ward. The normally secretive Ward doesn’t often appear in public, and authorities believe the perpetrators were using this as an opportunity to catch him out in the open and unaware.

			“Police recovered a manifesto from the Cavendishes, explaining that Ward’s plan to devote resources to space exploration ignores and exacerbates the impact of global climate change here on Earth. They charge that Horizons is covering up information that, we quote, ‘puts the fate of the planet at stake.’

			“CNN has reviewed this document and made it available on our website. We have spoken to several independent experts and have not been able to verify any of the assailants’ claims. Police sources are also exploring their connection to a dark web conspiracy forum.

			“The Cavendish siblings were stopped by police officer Ryan Crane, a twelve-year veteran of the MPD. He was off duty but near the scene when the incident occurred and was able to subdue Mason while Ivy attempted to flee.

			“Crane, a married father of two from Hill East, has thus far declined to speak to reporters.

			“Ward, meanwhile, has experienced a surge in public opinion, with new light and interest brought to his Titan settlement project, which could launch within a year and explore the possibility of establishing a human colony there.

			“A recent Quinnipiac poll shows that, while still considered an underdog in the presidential race, Ward has experienced a bump of four percentage points.”

			JOHN WARD

			PENTHOUSE SUITE, DUPONT CIRCLE HOTEL, WASHINGTON, D.C.

			The glass coffee table shattered.

			Ward winced. He hadn’t meant to break it, only put his feet up on it, but he should have taken his black Ferragamo boots off before he did so.

			And calmed the fuck down.

			He’d made eye contact with the shooter for only a split second. But in that instant—the assault rifle aimed between his eyes—Ward felt fear, for the first time in his life.

			Camila Reyes came hustling into the room, a look of bewildered shock on her face. Then she smirked when she saw the sound was just a result of his clumsiness and nerves.

			She pointed up at the television. “Thought you’d be happy with those numbers.”

			“It was an accident,” he said self-consciously, muting the TV. He looked around the opulent suite, last occupied by a Saudi prince—it took up the entire floor of the hotel and boasted four bedrooms, two full bathrooms, a private terrace, and a small eat-in kitchen. “Have them add it to my bill.”

			“Right,” Camila said, doing a bad job at hiding the eye roll, but he forgave her for it. She was the only one he would forgive for such a clear sign of disrespect.

			Born in the Bronx, lacking even a college degree, she’d been working in the cafeteria of his New York office when he met her. He’d recently banned the use of personal phones at work, requiring employees
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