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Always to my wife, who loves me even though I work every day writing stories.
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Kelly O’Donnell
John Ashmore
Mike Robbins
Brian Roberts
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Bokerah Brumley
Get The Human Experiment for free when you join my newsletter. 
There's a zoo, but the humans are the animals being studied.
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Somewhere between Mauritius Island and Rodrigues Island in the Indian Ocean 
Mars showed on the widescreen with an allure that belied the extremes of the red planet. The view cut to the President of the United States. “Life is not welcome here,” he intoned, “but that is exactly where we must go. As John F. Kennedy once said, we must do this, not because it is easy, but because it is hard!” The small crowd on the White House’s South Lawn cheered. “I’m asking Congress to support our vision, and through trial and contest, we will persevere. We will put humanity on Mars, as the first step in our reach to the stars.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Anyone who saw the trio of motor yachts anchored side-by-side likely would have been impressed by the sight. The one in the middle was a fifty-meter, three-level Viudes with a pair of VIP guest rooms, a palatial master suite on the lower decks, and an expansive main deck that sported a pitch-n-putt course as well as a ten-person cold spa. The two on either side of it were somewhat smaller: a sleek, brawny Leudin 1 with a blunt bow that made it look like some futuristic military craft, and an older Horizon 94, less than thirty meters long and reminiscent of the hundreds of generic cruisers that lined the ports along the French Riviera in the summer months.
Still, they were far from the level of what the media dubbed “superyachts,” those ludicrously ostentatious vessels with helipads and swimming pools and fully equipped fitness centers, manned by full-time crews that included everything from a captain to a kitchen staff to a personal shopper. In fact, these three yachts didn’t even belong to the guests currently aboard them; they were chartered from three different sources, out of Port Louis in Mauritius, by three different shell corporations. Each shell corporation belonged to one of the three guests now sitting in the sun on the main deck of the Viudes in the middle.
The skeleton crew of a dozen locals, divided equally between the three vessels, had been paid twice their usual fee in U.S. cash, along with a hefty cash bribe to a marina official who signed off on the yachts sailing without a full complement. None of them spoke fluent English, preferring the local Creole dialect. There were nine others aboard the Viudes: six security people—two for each of the guests—and the guests’ respective chiefs of staff. All of them were hand-picked, well qualified for their jobs, and had signed ironclad non-disclosure agreements years ago, the kind that ensured they would lose everything if they ever repeated what they heard or saw to anyone.
The round trip was scheduled to last twenty-four hours—eight hours to reach the rendezvous point, eight hours anchored, and another eight hours back to Port Louis. Meals had been prepared ahead of time and stored in the galley of the Viudes. The trio and their entourages had arrived in Port Louis via private jet on three different days over the course of a week—one from Singapore, another from Cape Town, and the third from Dubai. All ground transportation had been via private cars with mirrored-glass windows. The routes and rendezvous point had been meticulously planned to avoid the ferry traffic between Mauritius Island and Rodrigues Island.
There was no agenda for the meeting, nor would there be any record of it, electronic or otherwise. It had been arranged entirely by the chiefs of staff via secure phone lines. Every detail came directly from the top and ended at the second rung of the corporate ladder. In total, only twenty-four people knew about the gathering, and only a dozen of those had an inkling as to what was actually going on. Only three of them knew the entire nature of what was to be discussed.
But the nature of the meeting, and its attendees, demanded such secrecy. After all, there was potential for disaster if anyone discovered that a single yacht in the middle of the Indian Ocean was playing host to the owners of a combined fortune of some $500 billion, or roughly the equivalent wealth of the poorest third of the entire human race.

      [image: image-placeholder]The champagne was exquisite, a 1959 Dom Perignon that Philip Barnhart had picked up personally from a world-renowned sommelier in Dubai specifically for this meeting. He waited for one of the crew members to open it, then waved him away to the lowest deck with the rest of the locals. The middle deck was occupied by the three chiefs of staff where they were well out of earshot.
Barnhart poured a flute for himself and Johnna Smythe. She took hers in a well-manicured hand and nodded her thanks. At fifty-eight, she was still striking, if a bit leathery from decades in the Australian Outback’s sun. With a silver pixie cut and a sunny smile, she was dressed in a flowing summer pantsuit that fluttered in the breeze sweeping across the main deck of the Viudes.
Barnhart waved the bottle in the direction of the third member of the trio, Alvito Peroni, who simply shook his head. Barnhart knew he would refuse, but it was proper manners to offer. Peroni was a Yuengling man, which was why there was a silver bucket of gold-labeled bottles on ice sitting on the elegant glass-topped table. It hadn’t been easy to find the so-called King of Pennsylvania Beers in this part of the world, but Barnhart was nothing if not resourceful. Ironically, Peroni’s namesake beer was available at just about every liquor store in Port Louis.
Peroni plucked a sweating bottle from the ice and twisted the cap. Any American who didn’t know who he was might have mistaken him for just another first-generation Long Island Italian, in his guayabera shirt and cargo shorts. The thinning hair on his head and the curls peeking out under his collar were still an inky black at sixty, though a paunch had begun to creep over his waistband. He looked like someone whose closest association to a main deck was barbecuing on the one behind his split-level house in Oyster Bay Cove.
Anyone who believed that would be dead wrong. Their physical well-being was nothing compared to their financial health. They were the richest people in the world, the envy of nearly two hundred governments with a lower GNP than the companies under the control of the assembled group. 
Barnhart himself was in excellent shape, but he was more than a decade younger than his companions. In his tailored shirt and slacks, he looked perfectly at home on the sea with his golden hair gleaming in the sun. He raised his glass, and Smythe followed suit. Peroni tilted the neck of his beer.
Their drinks came together with a faint clink, and they each took a sip. Smythe closed her eyes, savoring the champagne, while Peroni fixed Barnhart with an impatient look.
“Let’s cut the shit. What are we doing here?” With his Long Island twang, Peroni could easily have been an extra on The Sopranos. “Ennis said your girl wouldn’t give him any details, just that it was important and top secret.”
“She kept Gideon in the dark, too,” said Smythe. “Why the cloak and dagger? I mean, it’s fun and all, but this trip’s eaten up a week of my life. And to be honest, Phil-o, I don’t trust ya.” She grinned. “No offense.”
Barnhart bristled inwardly. First, Salima Patel, his chief of staff, was far more than his girl, she was an MIT-trained polymath with near-genius intellect. Second, Peroni’s right-hand man, Ennis Wright, was a pedant with no imagination. Finally, Smythe’s head honcho, Gideon Wagner, was a duplicitous snake whom Barnhart wouldn’t trust with his lunch order, let alone a secret like this one.
All of this went through his head, but none of it showed on his face. Instead, he answered Smythe with a chuckle and a shake of his head. “The feeling is mutual,” he said. “To be honest, I don’t think people like us should trust each other. It could be dangerous if we did.”
“We wouldn’t be here right now if we didn’t trust each other at least a little,” Peroni pointed out.
“You don’t believe that any more than I do,” Barnhart said, still grinning. “You two are here because your curiosity wouldn’t let you pass it up. And, let’s face it, neither of you could stomach the thought of the other being in on something that you weren’t.”
Peroni’s expression soured, but Smythe beamed and raised her glass. “You got our numbers, mate!” She laughed. “I always told Al you were a genius.”
Barnhart’s observation was hardly a stroke of genius. He may have topped the list of the world’s wealthiest this year, but he knew better than most that the rankings went up and down with every tremor in the markets. Smythe would never catch him, he was sure, but Peroni very well could. In any case, the three of them hadn’t gotten where they were by letting their rivals eat their lunch. Indeed, that was the basis of the meeting.
He motioned for his companions to take a seat in one of the sumptuous armchairs circling the table. “Salima didn’t offer your people any details because she doesn’t have any details to give,” he said. “The information I’m about to share is as privileged as privileged gets.”
“Then get to the point,” Peroni said testily. “We’re wasting daylight, and Johnna and I have better things to do than sit here sweating.”
“Speak for yourself,” Smythe said, raising her face to the blazing sun.
Barnhart settled back into his chair and crossed his legs, savoring the moment. “All right,” he replied. “Here it is. I have it on good authority that NASA as we know it will cease to exist within the next year, quite possibly as early as eight months.”
He sat back and savored the stunned look that Smythe and Peroni exchanged. The trio’s mutual passion for space was no secret—they each had significant investment in various exploration and exploitation projects. Barnhart had the deepest overall footprint with his StarSeeker empire, but Smythe’s Beyond, Inc. had him beat in sheer percentage of personal fortune involved. Peroni, meanwhile, was focused on practical industrial applications with his One World.
None of that was a secret. But what the world didn’t know was just how passionate the three were about reaching the stars, or how much of their personal wealth they were willing to devote to that goal. Outside of themselves and the three people on the deck beneath them, no one knew that they were united in the goal of tearing down the National Aeronautics and Space Administration to make way for the progress of a free market. They’d discussed it in hushed corners at a number of cocktail parties and charity functions over the years, when they would step away from the crowd to talk about subjects only people like themselves could truly understand.
“Bullshit,” Peroni breathed, scowling now. “How do you know this?”
“That’s not important,” Barnhart said. He had no intention of ever answering that question. “What’s important is that it’s true, and that the three of us recognize this for the historic opportunity it is. China is a new player, hoping to fill the void left by NASA’s departure, but they are far behind us. That being said, China could mobilize millions if they chose to make the effort.”
Peroni and Smythe sat in silence for a time, chewing over what they’d just heard. Barnhart waited patiently, knowing that they would ultimately come to the conclusion that he had no reason to lie to them.
“All right, James Bond,” Smythe said finally, pouring herself another glass of champagne. “I know you well enough to know you’re not gonna give up your sources—you love this cloak-and-dagger shite too much—but you are going to give us the details.”
Barnhart grinned. “Indeed I am,” he said. “President Sloane is currently gathering data to populate an executive order that will absorb NASA into the United States Space Force.”
Peroni snorted. “SPACECOM? Reagan’s Star Wars pet project that became the Space Force in 2019? They have no lift assets. All they do is watch the sky.”
Barnhart said, “As SpaceCom, it was just a means of coordinating the various U.S. military space command sections and as Space Force, it’s not much more.”
“So why cut NASA?” asked Smythe. “And why now?”
This was the part Barnhart had been waiting for. He loved the idea of knowing something his rivals didn’t. It fed the same part of his ego that had driven him to amass an obscene amount of wealth. More than anything else in his life, Philip Barnhart loved to be the one on top, to win, in whatever form that might take.
“There’s a perfect storm brewing,” he said, leaning forward to prop his elbows on his knees. “Patrick Sloane is a maverick, the first true independent to ever occupy the Oval Office. He’s got bipartisan support in Congress that we haven’t seen in generations, at least on the key issues where we need it.”
“I’d show him some bipartisan support,” Smythe purred. “He’s dead spunk, that one.”
Peroni ignored her and leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers over his belly. Barnhart held back a sneer at the man’s total lack of refinement.
“What issues are you talking about?” asked Peroni.
“Inflation, obviously,” Barnhart said. “It’s higher than it’s been in decades. Both parties are talking about cutting government spending to keep taxes from skyrocketing. There’s also unprecedented support for NATO, thanks to Russia’s recent shenanigans in Eastern Europe. Polling shows the American public’s top priorities are cutting government spending and increasing its military presence.”
Smythe nodded thoughtfully. “So when Sloane points out that NASA costs twenty-five billion a year and there’s no real-world military application to what they produce…”
“Bingo,” Barnhart said. “Polling also shows the public sees NASA as inefficient and bloated.” He shrugged and held his hands out, palms up. “I’m not saying it is, but we all know it’s not aligned with our personal interests, and it’s years behind our desired timeline.”
Peroni frowned. “And how exactly did Sloane come to this conclusion?”
“That’s not important,” Barnhart said, poker face firmly in place. “What’s important is that the time is now. Sloane’s approval numbers are higher than any president’s in history at the two-year mark of their first term. Plus, we’re going into midterms in November, and no prominent members of either party have the balls to speak out in favor of keeping NASA with all the challenges America faces right now.”
“The perceived challenges,” Peroni said. “What does Sloane think about the Chinese filling the void?”
“Perception is reality,” Smythe replied, finishing off her second glass of champagne.
“Exactly.” Barnhart grinned widely, unable to contain his delight. “It’s a win-win, according to the polls: cut wasteful spending and keep space exploration, while bolstering the military. People won’t care that there will be billions in government contracts for private suppliers like us. They just love simple solutions.” He paused. “And a whole lot of them love us, too, more than they love the Chinese.”
Peroni considered that for a while. The late afternoon sun had begun its descent into the west, casting a faint orange glow over the surface of the Indian Ocean, and the breeze was beginning to cool. The Viudes was doing an excellent job of keeping an even keel, and keeping the guests from dwelling on the fact that they were several hundred kilometers from land, in the middle of the open sea. 
Finally, he said, “This will be a whole new ball game.”
“Full of opportunities,” Smythe added. She was sitting forward in her chair now, too, and Barnhart could see the fire in her eyes. “Ripe for the picking.”
Now you get it. His grin widened and he lowered his voice, as if someone could possibly be listening this far in the middle of nowhere. “Indeed,” he said. “And we’re not just talking about money. If we play this right, the three of us could literally change the course of human history. More, we can accelerate it.” Barnhart played the president’s announcement on the screen over the bar. 
When it was over, Peroni’s eyes narrowed. “Assuming you’re right—” 
“I am right,” Barnhart said, keeping his anger in check.
“Whatever. This is privileged information. Martha Stewart spent five months in prison for less. What if someone finds out, and some politician decides to make a name for themselves by coming after us?” Peroni continued to look skeptical.
“Martha Stewart spent time in prison for lying under oath and pissing off the wrong people. I have zero intention of ever getting questioned by the FBI,” Barnhart replied.
“I’m not an American,” Smythe stated.
“Half your business is there.” Peroni stabbed an accusing finger in her direction.
Barnhart motioned to the ocean around them. “Hence the James Bond measures, as Johnna pointed out. No one is going to find out, Al.”
The three exchanged a silent look. Far in the distance, a humpback whale breached the surface and splashed back beneath the waves, totally ignored by the billionaires. With the champagne gone, Smythe reached over to the bucket and pulled out a beer.
“There’s only one glaring question, then,” she said.
Barnhart grinned. “Why did I let you in on it?”
“You’re not seriously proposing a partnership,” Peroni scoffed. “You know that’s a non-starter.”
“Not a partnership as such. More of a mutually beneficial rivalry.”
“Intriguing,” said Smythe, a twinkle of excitement in her eyes.
They’re on the line, Barnhart thought with immense satisfaction. Time to reel them in.
“Evolution is survival of the fittest,” he said. “But how can anything evolve when it’s already the fittest?”
Understanding was beginning to dawn on Peroni’s face. “You mean us.”
“We’ve discussed this before,” Barnhart said. “NASA’s downfall is its lack of urgency. If we want to do great things in the aftermath of its collapse, we need to do them quickly and effectively. To do that, we need to be ready right out of the gate. We need to accelerate evolution. And how do we do that?”
Smythe grinned, prompting twin fans of crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes. “Fierce competition,” she said.
“Driving each other to do better.” Peroni nodded. “Learning not just from our own mistakes but from each other’s.”
Barnhart tapped the tip of his nose. “Exactly. There is veracity in failure, my friends. If we temper our egos with that knowledge, we’ll be unstoppable.”
They were silent again for a time, watching the blazing tangerine hue of sunset begin its descent from the sky. The faint disc of the waxing gibbous moon hung overhead, waiting for nightfall to ignite it. The stars weren’t visible yet, but they were already blazing in the minds of the three sitting on the deck of the Viudes.
Peroni finally broke the silence. “And what’s the prize?”
Barnhart grinned. “I thought that was obvious.”
“It is,” said Smythe, her eyes narrowing. “But I’d feel more comfortable if it was said out loud.”
“All right, then,” Barnhart said. He hoped his grin didn’t look as wolfish as it felt. “The prize, my friends, is Mars itself. Whoever owns it owns the future of mankind. Do we dare leave that to the governments?”
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Mogadishu, Federal Republic of Somalia 
In a small, windowless room in the bowels of an abandoned building, two men sat in plain wooden chairs, listening to an audio recording. The sound quality was less than optimal, and the voices were watery and trembling. Still the listeners could make out what they were saying. The recording would never hold up in court as a means of identifying the speakers, but that didn’t matter. It would never leave this room, and only a handful of people other than the two men would ever know it existed.
There were a number of reasons for that, not the least of which was the fact the sound file had been captured using a laser microphone. It had been activated on a satellite that didn’t officially exist, trained toward the deck of a certain Viudes yacht in the middle of the Indian Ocean, some three thousand kilometers away. Specifically, the laser had been aimed at a glass-top table, which proved to be an excellent source of vibration for the laser to read and transform into audible sound. The only minor interference had come from the infrequent rattling of ice nearby.
When the recording was finished, the younger man looked at the older man and raised his eyebrows. “Is that what you were expecting?” he asked.
The older man said nothing. Instead, he rose from his chair and headed to the door.
“I want that file securely erased by the time I’m out of the building,” he said curtly. “And you will maintain complete silence on it, even if the director herself asks about it. Is that understood?”
The younger man, who a week earlier had received the number of an account in Grand Cayman with a balance of fifty-thousand U.S. dollars, nodded. He watched the heavy door swing closed behind the older man, then quickly flipped him the bird before starting the process of scrubbing the file from the server. 
Of course, he couldn’t delete the activity log on the laser mic itself, but the man hadn’t asked about that, and he hadn’t offered the information. He was too busy thinking about how to spend his newfound wealth.
The erasure process took several minutes, followed by several more to shut down the system. The basement was part of a listening station that had never been on the books, one used by a number of operatives in the Somalian theater of operations over the space of some thirty years. The technology had changed and evolved over the years, but the room itself had stayed the same—dusty and dank, with the faint odor of rotting wood and stale air. The young man had been down here only a handful of times since being assigned to Mogadishu, and this was by far the strangest experience he’d had in the room. 
The people he’d recorded seemed to be discussing nothing of importance. He was trained to listen to the quality of such recordings, not the content, but he still picked up on the fact that they were talking about space. Something about Mars. Whatever it was, and whoever they were, the man couldn’t fathom why they were worth the resources of a laser mic focused narrowly to continue capturing the vibrations despite the gentle rocking of the yacht. Secondary lasers predicted the motion and refocused the laser a hundred times a second. It was a marvel of technology. 
There were real enemies who needed to be tracked, real threats to assess. Three people fantasizing about outer space seemed like an utter waste of time and resources.
He would have dismissed it as brass being brass, except for two things: the older man wasn’t actually brass, and, of course, he himself was now $50,000 richer. While it wasn’t the first work he’d done for private contractors—it was officially frowned upon, of course, but everyone did it anyway to make up for the meager pay—it was by far the most lucrative. Making more than half a year’s salary in a single afternoon was nothing to sneeze at, and the job sure as hell didn’t have anything to do with U.S. national security, so who gave a shit what it was about?
He gathered up his backpack and set the encryption on the door lock before cranking the old toggle switch to kill the lone bulb hanging from the ceiling. Then he climbed the stairs to the bombed-out main floor and headed into the labyrinth of alleys that would eventually lead him to his apartment in the Shibis District, near the Saudi embassy. As always, the punishing heat hit him like a fist after the cool dankness of the basement. He strode past the usual crowd of Somali nationals, going about their days as best they could in the middle of a protracted civil war. There were vendors and beggars, all looking for enough money to get them through one more day.
When he reached the corner that would take him to the taxi stand he used when he was in the area, a beggar rose up shakily from the dusty street and slowly shuffled toward him. A nearby taxi driver yelled at the beggar to get lost and stop bothering the customers. The man ignored the driver and reached into the front pocket of his khakis, withdrawing a crumpled U.S. five-dollar bill. Hell, he had fifty large in untaxable cash in a numbered account; he could afford to be generous.
He handed the bill to the beggar, who accepted it with a trembling left hand. A moment later, his right hand emerged from behind his back, and the man had just enough time to see the glint of sunlight off the edge of a wide blade before it sliced across his throat. He dropped to his knees, his hands clutching at the huge gash now flooding the ground with his lifeblood.
The last thought that went through his mind before the final curtain of darkness fell over it was how someone could possibly own Mars.
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Philip Barnhart gazed out at the Las Vegas Strip through a bank of windows that comprised the eastern wall of his penthouse suite on the sixtieth floor of the Ares Hotel. A few short hours ago, the view from the top floor consisted of a symphony of colored lights that blazed every night of the year in Sin City, luring throngs of tourists from one night spot to another in their frantic pursuit of a good time. Now it was simply a blazing sun rising into a clear, cobalt-blue sky. 
That was exactly the view Barnhart wanted to see as he sipped his coffee and scrolled through the morning news. The lights of Vegas held no interest for him, even though the Ares, which he owned, made plenty of money from them. They were simply pieces of cheese in a rat maze, a distraction for people who couldn’t comprehend the potential of the human race. A clear sky, on the other hand, meant perfect conditions for the rocket launch scheduled three hours from now, which would be a key step in fulfilling mankind’s destiny. Barnhart was determined to pull humanity away from its base instincts and into the future, even if it had to be dragged kicking and screaming.
His mobile’s alarm chimed precisely at 8 a.m. A fraction of a second later, a text message appeared on the screen: 
should be there any second
Salima was nothing if not punctual and efficient, though Barnhart could have done without her younger generation habit of eschewing capitalization and punctuation.
Sure enough, the muted thumping of helicopter rotors reached his ears a few seconds later. It was a testament to the quality of the suite’s soundproofing that he barely heard it, even though the chopper—a custom-built AS365 Dauphin—was landing on its roof. Barnhart drained his coffee and strode toward the private elevator, giving himself a quick once-over in its mirrored doors. His look had been carefully crafted: untucked denim shirt under a casual blazer, with flat-front khakis and suede ankle boots. Along with his practiced grin, it gave Barnhart an air of approachability carefully designed to put people at ease around him. It was as much a tool as the Dauphin on the roof, or the experimental rocket engine about to be tested some three hundred miles away in the Black Rock Desert.
As he trotted across the roof toward the helicopter, buttoning his jacket against the wind of the rotors, he grinned. This was as close to a childhood Christmas morning as the richest human alive could possibly experience.

      [image: image-placeholder]There was little more than dun-colored desert scrub to look at for the two-hour flight to Black Rock, so Barnhart spent the time catching up on work that just couldn’t wait. His heart may have been in outer space with StarSeeker, but the rest of his business empire didn’t run itself. He wanted all of that out of the way before he arrived so he could truly revel in the moment.
Finally, he caught sight of Star Peak in the distance, where they would bank to the west toward StarSeeker’s observation site, known as the Hangar. A few minutes later, they were over the company’s private highway that branched off I-80 about a hundred miles northeast of Reno. At the end of the road was the massive Quonset-style outbuilding, filled with StarSeeker employees, technology, and enormous screens, where they monitored the company’s launches. 
The asphalt parking pad that spread out in front of the Hangar was chock-a-block with cars, vans, limousines, and luxury buses. At least a dozen small groups milled about, most in business dress, some carrying video and audio equipment. Barnhart beamed. Salima had delivered on her promise of a true media frenzy. Crews from all the major cable news channels were there, and a Big 3 network affiliate in Reno was even broadcasting its morning show live from the Hangar, counting down to the 10:30 liftoff. There were also reporters from national online and print sources, but they would have to take a backseat to their television cousins. Live coverage, and the instant gratification that came with it, was the order of the day.
The crowd stopped to watch while the Dauphin landed near the entrance to the Hangar. Barnhart grinned at the camera operators jockeying for position a dozen yards away while he emerged from the chopper. There was even some spontaneous applause from a few people as Salima met up with him on the tarmac. Her suit was so blue, she practically disappeared against the late morning sky.
“Did I do good, boss?” she asked with a cheeky grin.
“Well, I was kind of hoping you’d get Tom Brokaw to come out of retirement,” he replied. “But I suppose this will do.”
“Our head of PR doesn’t even know who that is,” she said, pointing to the young blond man who was wrangling reporters nearby.
“You’re the one who hired him.”
She gave him an exasperated look. “Because you told me to! You specifically said, ‘I like the looks of that Chris Butler kid.’”
“And I hired you because you told me you wouldn’t just blindly follow my orders.”
Salima refused the bait and flashed a grin at the group of middle-aged politicians directly ahead of them. Two were the senators from Nevada, but Barnhart was far more interested in the other six. They comprised the Senate Space and Science Subcommittee, including the chairman, a burly fellow from Missouri named Harry Kane. They and a number of Senate staff had spent the previous night in luxury suites at the Atlantis in Reno, courtesy of Barnhart’s personal Amex, with catered food, spa privileges, and transportation to the Hangar this morning. 
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Barnhart said amiably. “Thank you so much for coming. I trust the accommodations in Reno were up to par?”
Kane extended a hand, and the two men shook. “You know they were, Philip. We’d expect nothing less from you.” He paused, frowning. “Wait a minute, that came out wrong…”
“Good thing none of those reporters are over here with a hot mic,” Salima said in a stage whisper, sparking a round of nervous laughter from the suits. The head of a space company footing the bill for the people who made decisions about space was an ethical gray area. If anyone called them on it, Barnhart’s legal team had a defense ready: the sheer size and diversity of his business by definition made him a lobbyist for dozens of industries, not just space, and a man with his vast fortune had a right to give away his money once in a while.
Besides, he knew for a fact his rivals would do the exact same thing.
Salima’s phone pinged. “Chris says to be ready for live interviews in ten,” she said. Then, she excused herself and headed into the Hangar, leaving Barnhart with the senators. They made small talk for a few minutes, discussing the launch, until Kane suddenly leaned in close to Barnhart’s ear.
“Don’t look now,” he said quietly. “But I’d swear that’s your competition over there with my old buddy Arlen.”
Barnhart glanced in the indicated direction. Sure enough, there was General Arlen Becker. Even in quasi-retirement and civilian clothes, the newly minted Chief of Operations for the United States Space Force still looked every inch a Marine. He’d landed the job after two terms in the Senate, where he’d served on the same subcommittee that Kane now chaired. 
Becker was flanked by none other than Johnna Smythe and Al Peroni. As always, Smythe looked breezy and carefree while Peroni looked constipated and crabby. Ennis Wright, head of operations for Peroni’s One World corporation, appeared almost as uncomfortable in a suit as his boss as he chatted with Gideon Wagner, Smythe’s chief engineer and right-hand man at Beyond, Inc. Seeing Wagner raised Barnhart’s hackles, but he didn’t let it show.
“I was wondering when they’d get here,” he said wryly.
Kane frowned. “Wait, you invited them?”
“My Gulfstream brought Al and Johnna in from Los Angeles this morning. How else am I supposed to savor my victory if I can’t see their faces?”
He excused himself and strode over to the newcomers, holding his arms out in a welcoming gesture. Smythe greeted him with a hug before he shook hands with Becker and Peroni.
“Welcome to the Hangar,” he said. “So glad you could make it. Johnna, you look lovely, as always.”
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Peroni said with a grin that looked as genuine as a house cat’s invitation to pet its belly.
Smythe slapped his shoulder lightly. “Jealousy isn’t a good look on you, Al,” she cajoled. “Just because Phil-o beat us to the launchpad doesn’t mean we can’t all be friends.”
“Obviously, I’m the outlier here,” Becker said, “but I agree completely. President Sloane is committed to American progress in space. The who and how don’t matter so much to him.”
“Of course he’s committed to progress,” said Peroni. “I mean, he wouldn’t have shuttered NASA if that weren’t the case, now would he?”
Good old Al, artless as always, Barnhart thought with an inward sigh. “Please give the president my best when you see him next,” he said to Becker, hoping to change the subject.
“Will do.” The general’s eyes narrowed. “By the way, he wanted me to tell you he didn’t miss the fact that you scheduled the launch of a prototype rocket engine on the six-month anniversary of his executive order.”
“Is that today?” Barnhart put on a mask of surprise while Smythe and Peroni shared a covert glance. What was Becker implying? Did he and Sloane suspect that things at StarSeeker were moving too fast? “I can assure you, General, that wasn’t my intent. It’s just a coincidence.”
Becker held his gaze for a few seconds before grinning. “I’m just messing with you, Philip. I overheard one of the reporters mention it while I was walking over. I have to keep you folks on your toes somehow, and I obviously can’t match you in resources. Uncle Sam is my accountant, after all.”
“Good one,” Barnhart chuckled. “I really do believe we’re all in this together, General. And I’m not just talking about the four of us; I mean the entire human race.”
“Hear, hear,” said Smythe. She elbowed Peroni.
“What?” he muttered. “Oh sure, of course.”
A text from Salima told Barnhart it was time to meet the media. “Got to go,” he said. “There’s a special section in the Hangar for you and your staff to view the launch. I’ll meet you there. Please let Salima know if you need anything.”
“You know the media will try to get the three of us to stir the pot,” Smythe warned. “If they ask questions, I’m gonna answer.”
“Me, too,” Peroni confirmed.
Becker shrugged. “I’d lose my job if I tried to ditch the media just as quickly as if I told them something. It’s a fine line I walk.”
Barnhart gave them a wide grin. “I would expect nothing less from any of you,” he said. “Try not to be too glowing in your praise. I don’t want my head to swell.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Twenty-five minutes later, the interviews were done, and Barnhart was in his seat at the center of the Hangar’s main observation deck, a disc-shaped concrete patio set into the side of the building. Half-inside and half-open-air, with a huge retractable door, it allowed senior staff and VIPs to watch rocket launches both in the sky and on the bank of monitors inside the building. 
Salima Patel sat in the armchair to his right. Next to her was Clay Newton, StarSeeker’s chief engineer. Becker, Peroni, and Smythe sat together about a dozen yards away, near the Senate subcommittee members. Chris Butler was seated with the media on a platform set up in the parking lot. 
Barnhart smiled to himself. All was right with the world.
The countdown continued uninterrupted to zero. Water pumped into the area beneath the rocket to offset the heat and make impressive steam upon which the rocket would ride away from the launch gantry and then power itself to the upper atmosphere and beyond. 
The billowing steam and smoke covered half the rocket as it lumbered skyward. It emerged into the sunlight and climbed, faster and faster, glistening in the late morning sun. Then, the rocket exploded in a fantastic blossom of fury.
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The explosion happened seventeen seconds after launch, a number that would be seared into Salima Patel’s brain for the rest of her life. It didn’t even have the decency to be spectacular. One moment, the rocket was climbing at 0.65 kilometers-per-second, and the next, it was a ball of orange fire. A moment later, there was a cloud of white smoke where the rocket—all $135 million of it—had been. 
Adrenaline hit her like a live wire. Her pulse thundered in her ears, drowning out the nearby VIPs as they pointed at the sky and then at her, talking behind their hands. To her right, Clay Newton, her chief engineer, was rising from his seat, his gaze fixed on the debris raining down on the desert floor from some four miles up. To her left, Philip Barnhart’s smile had transformed into a stony grimace.
This wasn’t supposed to happen. It was supposed to be a perfect launch, the successful test of StarSeeker’s new second-stage booster system. It would set the new standard for reaching orbit. It would cement the company’s lead in the race for Mars and prove to her boss that he’d made the right choice in hiring her, despite her age.
The phone in her hand rang, startling her. It was Chris Butler. Barnhart shot her a look as she answered.
“Salima!” Butler’s voice was strained and low. “The networks all want someone on camera right now!”
She drew in a shaky breath, let it out again. You knew this was a possibility, she reminded herself.
“I’ll send Clay over right now,” she said, hanging up without another word.
Newton finally looked down from the skies and peered at her over his glasses. He was barely forty, but his mannerisms and shock of wild hair made him seem like an old hippie professor.
“I don’t have any answers, Sal,” he said. “We ran a hundred simulations over the last three months. The engine test went off without a hitch. All modal testing showed a clean, gimbaling system that was nominal. Conditions today couldn’t have been more perfect. Whatever happened will take weeks, if not months, to—” 
“Just get over to the tower.” Her voice was terse, but she worked to keep it from showing on her face. She was keenly aware of the watchful eye of several key senators, not to mention her boss’s two main competitors and her own rivals, Wagner and Wright.
And, of course, Barnhart himself.
The billionaire appeared beside her. Salima opened her mouth to speak, but Barnhart cut her off with a look that left no doubt who was in charge. He leaned in close and kept his voice low, but the words hit Salima like a slap. “I’m taking point on this. Tell Butler to get a camera crew over here to me. I’ll do that one interview and that’s it; they can share it with the rest of the networks. You two will stay two steps behind me with rosy smiles tattooed on your faces until I say otherwise. Neither of you will comment on this to the media. As far as everyone here is concerned, this is business as usual.” His eyes blazed. “Is that clear?”
Salima swallowed hard. “Of course.” She immediately texted Butler. Clay simply nodded.
When Barnhart turned around to face the VIPs, he looked like he didn’t have a care in the world. She and Clay followed him as he strolled across the observation deck toward the special guests. He spread his arms wide and shrugged, flashing his signature grin.
“Well, that was a bummer,” he said. “Might as well call up the caterers and have them bring lunch early.”
Salima did her best to look calm, while Clay stuffed his hands in the pockets of his chinos and kept pace. Unlike her, he was still more engineer than executive, and she could tell by his expression that his thoughts were consumed with figuring out the cause of the explosion. That was good, since it would keep him occupied—and quiet—around the VIPs. The last thing she wanted was someone speculating on what had happened around outsiders. Controlling the narrative was key in the information age. That was one of the first lessons she’d learned from Barnhart.
“Rotten luck,” said Smythe, looking genuinely sympathetic. The senators milled about awkwardly behind her.
Peroni cleared his throat and nodded. “Happens to the best of us.”
“I’ll confab with the president as soon as possible,” Becker said gravely. “If there’s anything you need in terms of resources, just say the word.”
Barnhart gave them all a bemused look. “What are you all on about?” he chuckled. “Is this a wake? I call it the veracity of learning. You may think of it as the veracity of failure. Truth comes from knowing. Soon, we will know more than we did before this launch. More knowledge is better. Truth is the way forward, and one tends to learn more from a so-called failure than success.”
Harry Kane stepped away from his fellow senators and sidled up to him. “Look, Phil,” he said quietly, “everyone has to deal with failure occasionally. Yes, this is a significant one, but I’m sure it’s nothing that StarSeeker can’t overcome.”
“Failure?” Barnhart glanced around at the others, shaking his head. “There’s no such thing as failure, my friends.”
Smythe and Peroni exchanged a look, but Salima was too caught up in her boss’s act to notice it. If she hadn’t been on the receiving end of a stinging rebuke from him just minutes earlier, she would have believed that Barnhart was completely unfazed by the loss of a $135-million rocket and the public humiliation of it happening on live television.
At that moment, a pair of men carrying a shoulder cam and boom mic trotted up the stairs to the observation deck. Behind them, Salima recognized the young brunette being escorted by Chris Butler as a reporter from one of the cable networks. The crew would no doubt be followed by a half-dozen more in the next few minutes.
The woman barely seemed to notice the senators or Arlen Becker, making her way directly toward the trio of billionaires. In a matter of moments, Barnhart was literally back in the spotlight, this time for all the wrong reasons. But his smile never faltered.
“Mr. Barnhart,” the reporter began. “Obviously, this is the worst-case scenario right now—”
“It’s far from that, Kelsey,” he said evenly. 
The woman looked surprised that he’d remembered her name. “I, uh, I don’t understand.”
“It’s like I was just saying to my friends here.” Barnhart gestured to the VIPs. “The great Nelson Mandela once said, ‘I never lose; I either win or I learn.’ Who am I to argue with him? I made my considerable fortune by surrounding myself with people who, like him, are much smarter than me.”
This time, he motioned to Salima and Clay. It was all she could do not to blush.
“This was a learning opportunity for StarSeeker,” he continued. “Humanity has always progressed as a result of trial and error. It’s the very nature of scientific advancement. And with something as critically important as the race for Mars, frankly, we can use all the learning opportunities we can get. Wouldn’t you agree, Kelsey?”
Salima let out a low whistle. Barnhart was playing the woman like a fiddle, making his case as expertly as an ace trial lawyer delivering final arguments. And any car salesman on Earth could tell you the simple truth that everyone’s favorite sound is their own name.
The reporter nodded. “So what would you say you learned here today?”
“I learned not to invite every single member of the news media to StarSeeker launches,” he said with a wink, and she giggled. “Seriously, though, it will take a long time to sift through what’s left of that rocket and determine what went wrong. And it’s possible that we’ll never know exactly what happened. What we absolutely do know is that we’ll go over every last detail of today’s launch with a fine-tooth comb and increase the number of simulations in future as we proceed to the next launch.” He shrugged again. “There’s really not much more to say about it right now.”
“But what about—”
Barnhart raised a hand, cutting her off. “I’m sorry, Kelsey, but time is money, and I have less of both now than I did when I got up this morning. If you’ll excuse me, I promise I’ll keep all of you posted as we learn more.” He gestured to Smythe and Peroni. “Besides, I’m sure Johnna and Al here can provide you with some sound bites in my absence. They both have their own big events coming up in the next couple of months.”
With that, he trotted down the stairs and out the Hangar door, no doubt headed for his helicopter. Salima glanced over to the other billionaires, shocked that her boss had just handed them an opportunity to throw him to the wolves. Other media crews were climbing up to the observation deck now, at first looking for Barnhart before realizing their competitors were talking to Smythe and Peroni. Chris Butler sidled up next to Salima, looking baffled.
“What the hell happened?” he hissed. “Where’s the boss?”
“The rocket blew up,” she snapped. “And the boss is wherever he wants to be. Tell your reporter buddies that he won’t make a statement until he’s ready, and neither will anyone else. We’re not going to speculate. That’s a waste of time. We’re scientists. We’re going to study this, methodically.”
Butler puffed out a breath. “They’re not going to like that. They have a twenty-four-hour news cycle to fill, Salima.”
She rounded on him. “And the richest man on Earth is spending billions to get the human race to Mars! Which one do you think he cares more about?”
“Hey, don’t shoot the messenger,” he said, hands up in surrender.
“The boss already did your job before you got here. Do yourself a favor, Chris. Never second guess Philip Barnhart. Believe me, whatever thought might enter your head, he already had it an hour ago. Now go flash those big white teeth of yours and earn your pay. Calm the media. Stay tuned for more. Official statement coming. Blah, blah, blah.”
Butler stalked off without another word, blood rising in his cheeks. Salima felt a twinge of regret. She was harder on him than she needed to be, and it was a direct result of her anger at herself. The day that was supposed to be the foundation of a TED Talk on pursuing your dreams had turned into a total debacle. Worse, she had let down the man who put all his faith in her.
And just when Salima thought she’d hit bottom, she saw Gideon Wagner and Ennis Wright heading her way. She took a deep breath, desperately trying to keep the inner turmoil from showing on her face. It was the first time she’d been in the same place at the same time as her Beyond, Inc. and One World counterparts since that mysterious summit meeting in the Indian Ocean almost a year earlier.
Stay cool, she told herself. Follow the boss’s example.
“Gentlemen,” she said evenly. “Come for your pound of flesh? There’s a sale today.”
Gideon frowned. “Why would you say that?” he asked, his German accent still noticeable after twenty years in America. “A loss for one of us is a loss for all of us.”
Salima glared at him for a few moments until a smile took its place. 
He continued, “Sorry,” he chuckled drily, “I really thought I could pull that off. I rather hate Phillip Barnhart.”
Asshole. She turned to Ennis Wright and sighed. “Go ahead, might as well get it out of your system, too.”
“There’s nothing funny about this,” he said, shooting Gideon a look. “I’m sure Newton here would agree with me.”
Salima had almost forgotten her chief engineer was still standing behind her, brooding. He hadn’t spoken since Barnhart chewed on them earlier, and he didn’t seem to be paying attention to the conversation now.
“Clay,” she said. 
“Eh?” He blinked. “Sorry, what?”
Gideon rolled his eyes. “Maybe the person in charge of your rockets should spend a little less time in his own head and little more time actually working on the equipment itself.”
“Shut up,” Ennis said. Gideon scowled, but Peroni’s right-hand man was focused on Clay. “What’s going on in your head, Newton? You’ve got some idea of what went wrong, I can see it in your eyes. Game recognizes game, and all that shit.”
“Remember what we talked about earlier, Clay,” Salima warned.
He arched an eyebrow. “You mean remember Barnhart’s orders. I’m not going to hand over proprietary information to the competition, Salima. You should know me better than that.”
Clay’s words stung, but he was right. She did know better. Unlike herself and Chris Butler, Clay had been hired for his fierce engineering intellect, not his wit and charm. He was a scientist, not a businessman, and the complete opposite of a politician. 
“You are right,” she said. “Go ahead and answer.”
He was silent for a moment, obviously chewing over something. Finally, he said, “Look, we’re all engineers here.”
Gideon gave Salima a sidelong look. “Some more than others” Gideon’s voice was unusually smug.
“Who took your job after Philip fired your ass?” she shot back, fuming.
“You know damned well I quit.”
“Enough!” Ennis snapped. “Go ahead, Newton.”
Clay nodded. “We all know the process that goes into getting these pigs into the air and keeping them there. Years of research and development, months of testing and planning, hoping for ideal conditions. Simulation after simulation after simulation, until they invade your goddamn dreams. I know I lost sleep on this project, more times than I care to remember.”
“So what?” Gideon groused.
“We all know risk is hard-wired into every single step we take. Even with all that preparation, we go into each launch knowing it could fail.”
“Of course,” Ennis said. “We’ve been here before. We lost One World’s heavy cargo test rocket last year. Not long after that, Wagner barely got Beyond’s prototype plane back from her maiden flight in one piece. But they’re statistical anomalies, just like this one. We’ve had dozens of launches that went off without a hitch.”
“Over a hundred in StarSeeker’s case,” Clay said. “The only real difference with today’s launch was visibility. Your recent failures took place more or less out of the spotlight; this one happened with the whole world watching in real time.”
Gideon snorted. “Yes, thanks to Barnhart’s colossal ego.”
“What’s your point, Clay?” Salima was growing exasperated with the conversation. There were a million things she needed to do.
“My point is that the odds don’t add up here. Think of it this way: say you own a restaurant and you serve hundreds of customers a day without incident. Then one day, you hear the food critic for the New York Times is coming to try your speciality. Everything goes great, until the critic suddenly vomits his meal all over the table and falls to the floor. Then his bowels let go on the carpet. He has a few spasms, and finally kicks the bucket. Salmonella poisoning.”
Ennis frowned. “It’s improbable, but certainly not impossible.”
“Not impossible, no,” Clay said, “but you spent days preparing for it. You deliberately chose only the freshest ingredients from your best vendors, you had the head chef make the dish himself wearing rubber gloves, you took every last precaution to ensure it turned out perfectly. Again, if you’re looking at it purely as a scientist, you’d focus on the fact it’s statistically possible that your ingredients were tainted, or that the chef’s attention somehow lapsed, or that some other factor was involved.”
“What other way would you look at it?” Ennis asked, annoyed.
Understanding finally dawned on Salima. “Like a detective,” she said. “If someone died from eating the food at your restaurant, the police would show up as a matter of course. And a detective would take a completely different tack from a scientist.”
“Exactly,” Clay said. “CSI would put the food under a microscope, but a detective would ask why someone might want the critic dead.”
Gideon and Ennis seemed to consider that for several moments. As much as Salima wanted to dwell on it herself, she saw that several of the VIPs, including Harry Kane, had already headed down the stairs to the Hangar’s floor on their way to the big door. The media had begun to disengage from Smythe and Peroni, and a few of them were already packing up. With no Philip Barnhart to pester, there wasn’t much of a story at the moment. Under other circumstances, she would have panicked that they were all leaving so soon. As it was, she was grateful—until she saw Arlen Becker headed her way. 
“You’re suggesting some kind of sabotage?” Ennis asked Clay.
Gideon glowered. “A little early for that, don’t you think? And why tell us? Are we suspects?”
“General!” Salima called loudly. “How can I help you?”
The hint worked. Clay, Gideon, and Ennis immediately clammed up and turned to face Becker, faces stoic. Argument? What argument? Salima may not have agreed with her counterparts on anything else, but they all understood that you didn’t talk shop around the government.
Particularly around someone as sharp as Arlen Becker.
“Salima.” He nodded. “Gentlemen. It’s good to see such camaraderie among rivals like yourselves on a day like today.”
If you only knew, Salima thought grimly.
“I won’t keep you folks,” Becker continued. “Salima, I just wanted to make sure you and Dr. Newton know you can call on Space Force resources at any time. Alicia Foster has orders to prioritize any and all of your needs until further notice. Just call her office and you’ll get right through.”
“Thank you, sir, we appreciate it.” Salima knew and respected Foster, a civilian who was the general’s chief tech officer, but there was no way in hell there would be any consultation with her, or anyone else in the Space Force. Barnhart was adamant on that.
“Any idea what went wrong?” asked Becker. “The president will likely want an update.”
Salima felt a twinge of panic at the thought of Gideon opening his mouth, but Clay stepped in almost immediately. “Like Philip said, we’re not going to speculate.” 
“But you can be sure Philip will pass along any findings as soon as we have them,” Salima added quickly. It was a lie, and she was sure Becker knew it, but it was part of the bureaucracy game. As long as he knew it was a lie, then the truth was there. They wouldn’t call Becker first with the results, but protocol had been served.
“Of course,” said the general. He glanced at his watch. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get to Beale for a transport back to D.C. tonight.”
Just then, Salima heard a helicopter starting up. She looked out the open wall to see the shiny new MH-139A Grey Wolf that Becker had arrived in on the tarmac outside the Hangar.
She shook his hand. “Safe travels, sir.”
“Thank you.” Becker turned to the men. “I wish it had been under better circumstances, but it was still a pleasure catching up with you all. Keep up the good work.”
For one crazy instant, Salima thought about saluting, but he saved her the embarrassment by simply nodding. He left without another word, leaving the four of them on the observation deck. The only people left in the Hangar now were StarSeeker employees, all of them focused on finding out what the hell had gone wrong with the rocket.
“A good politician always knows when to make an exit,” Gideon observed. “So I’ll follow suit and find Johnna before I give in to the temptation to go a few rounds with Newton here.”
“Look, I didn’t—” Clay protested.
“Don’t give him the satisfaction, man,” Ennis said wearily, shaking his head. “I’ll get him out of your hair so you can get to work. And if you do need help, go ahead and call me. We all know you won’t be taking Becker up on his
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