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Chapter One

 


July 2018

 


When his phone rang at 3:12 am, Justin
answered, half asleep. “‘Lo?”

He was resigned to being awakened by his
phone. As a space reporter for the Hughes-Simmons news syndicate,
parent of the Orlando Tribune and other major newspapers
around the U.S., Justin Harris was expected to respond to space
news regardless of the hour. If an air leak developed in the
International Space Station, if a rocket failed on a launch pad in
French Guiana or Kazakhstan, if Elon Musk tweeted anything,
Justin needed to hear about it.

The voice was male, and low, as if the caller
didn’t want to be overheard. “Justin Harris?”

“Yes?”

“This is Roy Shaw with Skyose. I have a scoop
for you.”

Justin sat up in bed, shoving his hair out of
his eyes, immediately alert. Roy Shaw was the chief operating
officer of Skyose, a relatively new company, which was launching
its first rocket in under twelve hours. Whatever “scoop” he had
would be worth waking up for. “Okay, Mr. Shaw, what is it?”

“I can’t explain it over the phone. This is
something you need to see. Meet me at the Wawa on U.S. 1 in Vero
Beach at five.”

Justin squeaked. “Vero Beach?” Even at
this time of night, Vero was over an hour from Justin’s house in
Cocoa Beach.

“Yes. We can’t be seen. You won’t regret it.”
Shaw hung up.

Justin stared at his phone and said out loud,
“What the hell?”

But he had no choice. Whatever this news was,
it must be huge.

He switched on the bedside lamp and swung his
legs out of bed. In so doing, he dislodged Elton and Bernie, his
orange-and-white tabby cats, who turned baleful glares on him and
meowed their displeasure. Justin meowed back, then thought, Good
God. I’m the guy who meows at his cats. He said in English,
“Get over it.”

The cats curled up in the warm spot Justin
had vacated. He showered and dressed, added food and water to the
cats’ automatic dispenser, and checked his messenger bag even
though he knew it was packed perfectly. He’d readied it last night
for the launch. When it came to his work, Justin left nothing until
the last minute.

He wasn’t quite so organized in the rest of
his life.

At 3:45 a.m., Justin was in his car, heading
west over the 520 Causeway toward I-95. At this time of
night—morning, really—the only other drivers on the interstate were
big rigs and older model cars with New York plates, traveling at
precisely one mile per hour under the speed limit. Drug
runners.

Justin stayed well clear of all of them. As
he drove, he tried to imagine what Roy Shaw might possibly have to
tell him this close to launch. The SkyCatcher was scheduled
for liftoff at two that afternoon. Ten hours away.

Justin and his fellow reporters had placed
their remote cameras at the launch site yesterday morning. They’d
then attended a press conference, where officials from Skyose had
answered questions for nearly two hours. Shaw hadn’t spoken at the
conference; the discussion had been dominated by the Skyose
engineers and the company’s CEO.

Justin had already submitted his story on the
press conference and had opened a file for the one he’d write after
the launch. Which might be modified considerably depending on what
Roy Shaw had to say.

 


There was a Wawa right at the I-95
interchange in Vero, but Shaw had specified the US 1 location.
Justin turned east toward the Intracoastal, then south a couple of
blocks when he reached US 1. Wawa stood like a glowing beacon in
the otherwise sleeping town. Justin parked and went inside. There
was one other customer, a young guy with a baby strapped to his
chest, walking the aisles, drinking a soda, and crooning softly to
the baby. The cashier, a burly guy in a muscle shirt, growled,
“Welcome to Wawa.”

“Thanks.” Justin ordered a breakfast burrito
and coffee and sat down to eat. He checked his watch. Shaw was due
in two minutes. Justin scarfed down his burrito and dug his notepad
and pen out of his messenger bag.

Twenty minutes later, Shaw still hadn’t
arrived. Justin was concerned. Sometimes a big crash on I-95 would
close the highway for hours; maybe he was stuck behind a wreck.

But he could have called…

At 5:45, Justin was mad. Shaw was a no-show
and hadn’t bothered to call. He’d better have a fucking good
reason if I see him at the post-launch news conference. He
called Shaw, ready to bawl him out over his excuses… but the call
went straight to voicemail.

Justin muttered, “Shit,” and didn’t bother to
leave a message. He sent a text to Tim Farmer, his co-worker and
the reporter responsible for the space-related video content of the
Hughes-Simmons website, who’d recorded yesterday’s press
conference. Hey Tim, will you send me the link to
your raw footage from yesterday? Want to review it. Then he
bought a carton of milk and a donut, chastising himself for the
junk calories as he did so, and headed home.

 


He started a load of laundry, then settled
onto his sofa with his laptop and clicked on Tim’s link. The
pre-launch press conference at Skyose’s Port Canaveral headquarters
had been scheduled for an hour but had lasted almost two. Cabo
Barnes, the CEO of Skyose, hadn’t seemed to mind answering the same
inane questions again and again.

Justin didn’t remember hearing anything out
of the ordinary, but then he hadn’t been listening with Roy Shaw’s
phone call in mind. He clicked Play and attempted to listen between
the lines of the mind-numbing repetition.

He rolled his eyes at the cliché as, on
video, Cabo Barnes described his company’s SkyCatcher rocket
as “a giant leap in rocket technology.” Barnes was yet another
eccentric billionaire who wanted to fly to space, but he wasn’t
nearly as quotable as Musk, Bezos, or Branson. He’d made his
fortune not by building companies, but by investing in them early
and often. He’d bought Apple, Google, Microsoft, and Amazon stocks
low and sold high. Rumor was that he was an idiot savant when it
came to investing and didn’t know shit about anything else related
to his business. The company was managed by the COO, Roy Shaw, and
by the CFO, Lyle Briggs.

On Justin’s screen, Shaw and Briggs were
sitting to Barnes’s left. Briggs, who had the misfortune to
resemble an oversized hamster, was tapping on his phone, not
bothering to hide his boredom. Probably playing a game, Justin
thought. Shaw, a slender, intense guy, seemed nervous; Justin could
see his left knee bouncing up and down under the table.

Hm. He hadn’t noticed Shaw’s tension
yesterday.

Two Skyose engineers were sitting to Barnes’s
right, along with two executives from a communications company
called Ideodax, Sam Boone and Glenn Pietras. Ideodax was the
manufacturer of the unidentified payload that was along for the
ride on the SkyCatcher.

Reporters kept asking Boone and Pietras about
the payload, and they kept responding, “No comment.” Justin didn’t
understand the secrecy. He figured that the cargo must be a
communications satellite. Nothing else made sense.

As Barnes and the engineers droned on, Justin
mentally reviewed what else he knew about Skyose. The company was
the newest private rocket venture, hoping to divert business away
from Elon Musk’s SpaceX and Jeff Bezos’s Blue Origin. Their home
base was in New Mexico, where they built their rockets in a
sprawling factory southwest of Las Cruces, and rented space to test
them from Sir Richard Branson’s Spaceport America. Their Port
Canaveral office building was vast and state of the art, with a
shimmering exterior that seemed to change color with the position
of the sun. No expense spared.

So far, Skyose had struggled to get a rocket
off the ground. They’d suffered several spectacular disasters
during testing and had redesigned their engines over and over. But
their latest iteration, the SkyCatcher rocket, had been
relatively trouble-free. Its initial flight this afternoon would be
the event of the year for the space journalism community.

Justin was starting to think he was wasting
his time, when a question caught his ear. “Mr. Pietras, why aren’t
Ideodax’s CEO or president here today?”

At the time Justin had thought that was a
good question. But the answer had seemed plausible enough. On the
recording, Pietras ran his hand through his red hair, avoiding eye
contact with the reporters as he answered, “Alan Moroney had an
emergency appendectomy on Thursday night and wasn’t cleared to
travel, and Preston Brickman had a family emergency that required
him to be in Seattle. They wanted to be here, but it wasn’t
possible.”

Cabo Barnes added, “We’re thrilled that
Ideodax has enough faith in us and SkyCatcher to entrust us
with their first payload.”

Someone else asked another question about
rocket specs. Justin sighed. There didn’t seem to be anything on
the video that could hit at Roy Shaw’s scoop. But the man had been
anxious about something.

 


At eleven thirty, Justin closed his front
door behind him and checked the sky. Cloudless blue, probably in
the upper 80s, not a breath of breeze. Perfect launch weather.

He drove north on A1A to the Sands Space
History Center, then parked on the grass and went inside, where he
showed his driver’s license to the officials. They checked his name
off the list and handed him the sheet of printed paper that served
as his pass. Once the other reporters were lined up, they activated
the flashers on their cars and were escorted in a line through the
South Gate of Cape Canaveral Air Force Station to the ITL Causeway,
their designated viewing spot for Canaveral launches.

When everyone was out of their cars at the
causeway, the other reporters began chattering among themselves.
His friend Christie Osborne, brand new to the space beat and the
only female reporter in the group, called out to him. “Hey, Justin!
Heard anything about the payload?”

“Nope. What about it?”

“That’s what I’m wondering. We know it
belongs to Ideodax, right? But no word has leaked out about what it
might be.”

Justin shrugged. “Ideodax has enough
confidence in Skyose to send up a payload with ‘em. That’s the only
story they want out there, apparently.”

“Yeah, but if someone could find out… what a
story, huh?”

“Yup.” What a story. Could Roy Shaw
have planned to tell him something about the payload?

Even so, it was moot now. And Justin wasn’t
inclined to tell the others about his missed appointment. That bit
of information might prove valuable later.

The other reporters scurried around, taking
selfies with the launch pad in the background and rehashing recent
space news. Justin joined the selfie parade but not the
conversation. He felt unsettled, and he wasn’t sure why. A
combination of early awakening and aggravation at Roy Shaw’s
actions, he supposed.

And uncertainty about what he would write. So
far, this launch was proceeding entirely to plan. Nominal, in the
terminology of space flight.

The countdown reached sixty seconds. The
reporters arranged themselves so that each had a clear view of the
pad. Even though they all had cameras posted within 150 feet of the
launch pad, they readied their phones on tripods to record
video.

The Launch Vehicle Officer intoned, “Ten.
Nine. Eight. Seven. Six. We have ignition. Four. Three. Two. One.
And we have liftoff of the first SkyCatcher
rocket.”

Justin sucked in a breath as the sleek rocket
climbed from its pad. The sight of a spacecraft lifting off never
ceased to thrill him. He trusted his phone to capture the video,
and watched as the rocket cleared the tower and soared ever faster
into the sky...

Then disintegrated in a massive fireball.


Chapter Two

 


Greg Marcotte baited his hook with a chunk of
shrimp and cast his line into the Indian River toward an underwater
clump of grass. In the bow of the boat, his friend and occasional
fuck buddy, Ryan Utley, pulled his third Dos Equis from the cooler.
“Dude. You’re just feedin’ the fish.”

“Somebody’s got to.”

Ryan swatted at a mosquito which was
attempting to penetrate the layer of insect repellent on his skin.
“How soon is this launch gonna happen?”

Greg picked up his phone and increased the
volume of the launch director’s loop. The Launch Vehicle Officer’s
voice stated, “T minus two minutes and counting.”

A pair of Jet Skis screamed past, creating a
wake that rocked the skiff. Greg’s phone slid from the console, but
he managed to catch it before it hit the deck. “Assholes.”

“Want me to arrest ‘em for you?”

Greg snorted. “Yeah, I can imagine the news
report: ‘A Lake County sheriff’s deputy was charged with BUI this
morning when he attempted to apprehend a pair of obnoxious Jet
Skiers. The arrest was made when the deputy was found to be more
intoxicated than the Jet Skiers.’ Channel 6 would love that.”

Ryan grinned. “You know how at the start of
every episode of Hill Street Blues the sarge would say, ‘Be careful
out there?’ My sheriff says, ‘Stay the fuck off the news.’”

“Excellent advice.”

From Greg’s phone, the LVO’s voice said,
“Thirty seconds and counting.”

“Ooh, ooh.” Ryan twisted in his seat so that
he was facing north. “Here we go.”

“It’s just an unmanned rocket, Utley.”

“Unmanned rockets are all we’ve got for now.
Besides, you never know when one of ‘em is gonna blow.”

The LVO said, “Twenty seconds and
counting.”

Greg threw a shrimp at Ryan. “You’re like a
fuckin’ NASCAR fan. Just waiting for a wreck.”

Ryan brushed the shrimp from his chest. “Hey!
This is my good t-shirt.”

Greg laughed. “You dressed up for me,
huh?”

Ryan wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.
“Maybe I’ll undress for you later. If you’re lucky.”

“Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six. We have
ignition. Four. Three. Two. One. And we have liftoff of the
first SkyCatcher rocket.”

Greg and Ryan watched as the rocket ignited
and rose into the sky. The launch director said, “SkyCatcher
is pitching downrange.”

Then the rocket blew apart in an enormous
ball of fire.

Ryan gasped. “Shit! I didn’t
mean it!”

Greg groaned. “Aw, fuck me…”

“You’re fucked, all right. You’ve gotta go to
work, I assume?”

“Yeah. Dammit. We’ll be flagging
debris for the next week…” Greg looked at his watch. “Wait for
it.”

“What?”

“When I say so, plug your ears.”

“Oh. Right.” Ryan held up his
forefingers.

“Now.” Greg dropped the phone onto the
console and wedged his fingers into his ear canals.

Even so, the roar from the explosion was
nearly overwhelming. They crouched as the concussive blast
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