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 Jake ran past home after home with For Sale signs in the yards and eviction 

notices on the doors.  The insistent beat of the music playing through his earbuds drove 

his pace faster.  He ignored the headache from his hangover, concentrating instead on the 

rhythm of his body. 

 The sky over Denver was the soft blue of early June.  Clouds drifted on a lazy 

breeze away from the mountains.  Many of the peaks still had snow, a remnant of a 

winter that had only recently relented.  Jake ran through the shade of a tall cottonwood 

that was just getting its full growth of leaves.  He made a right out of his neighborhood 

and immediately dodged two homeless families and half dozen other destitutes camped in 
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the parking lot of an abandoned gas station.  Some held signs asking for handouts.  

Others just watched him run past, their faces pulled taunt by weary hopelessness.    

 One little girl, with big blue eyes and blonde hair, held a sign that simply said, 

“Please”.  Jake made note of the phone number printed in childish scrawl below the word 

so he could send money later.  To stop would mean being mobbed by everyone else 

asking for charity. A riot that left eight people dead had started under similar 

circumstances in Cincinnati the week before.   

 His phone chimed and his assistant app overlaid the text on his sunglass lenses.  

The message was from Tim, Jake’s friend, to say he was already at the coffee shop.  

Traffic was tailing off on the road as the morning rush hour came to an end.  There were 

still a lot of cars cruising past, driving themselves, as their owners scanned through the 

morning news on their tablets and dash screens. 

 Jake had planned on buying a new car with his yearend bonus.  That was not 

going to happen anymore.  He pushed any thoughts about the previous day away.  It was 

a beautiful morning and that was all he was willing to think about for the moment. 

 He ran past a strip mall with only a few stores in business.  When he bought his 

house after the war, every single one of the shops had been occupied.  Four years of the 

Second Great Depression later, only a few were still in business.  The remaining stores 

looked like survivors stranded on a desolate island, their Open signs beacons signaling 

for rescue. 

 Each block west he moved, the more stores were still open, the more expensive 

the cars in the parking lots became. It was like running after a receding tide of wealth.  
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The coffee shop was a block off the main road, nestled between a boutique clothing store 

and a Thai fusion restaurant.   

 Jake slowed his pace to a walk. Tim sat at a patio table squinting at something on 

his phone’s expanded screen.  He looked up as Jake sat down in the opposite chair.  A 

breeze wrapped around Jake, helping to cool him. 

 “Morning.  Got you a coffee, black,” Tim nodded at the lidded cup. 

 “Thanks,” Jake said and took a tentative sip to ensure he did not scald his mouth.   

 “Figured you needed it.  I read your post about the layoff.  That sucks.  You look 

like you had a rough night.” 

 Jake nodded.  He had purposefully pushed thoughts about the previous day from 

his mind since waking up earlier in the morning.  He actually didn’t even remember 

posting anything about being laid off.   

 “Four fucking years I put into that place,” Jake shook his head. 

 “You hated it there,” Tim pointed out.  

 “Yeah, but at least it paid me.  What are we at right now, twenty-nine percent 

unemployment?  Not like I am going to find anything soon.” 

 Tim grinned. “You could move to China.  They’re hiring.” 

 “You’re a funny man.” 

 “It’s an idea.  Pretty soon we’ll be so desperate they’ll be outsourcing jobs to us.  

Severance?” 

 “Three months.  With what I have in savings if I scrimp and pinch, I’m covered 

about six months.” 
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 “You may find something.  You’re educated, with good work experience, plus 

that whole war hero thing.  It’s a lot more than most.”  

 “Its too early in the morning for optimism,” Jake said. 

 Tim shook his head and grinned.  “It’s never too early for optimism.  Jake my 

friend, we are standing at the doorstep of a new age.”  

 “A new age of me living in a cardboard box?” 

 “Think of it as an adventure.” 

 “What part is the adventure? Me defending my meager possessions from a hobo 

horde, or me freezing to death under three feet of snow?”  

 “It’s all a matter of perspective, Jake.  Think of it as opportunity.” 

 “A hobo horde is an opportunity?” 

 “Opportunity comes in many smelly shapes, and dirty sizes.” 

 Jake laughed.  It felt good.  The shadow of gloom that hovered over him all 

morning scattered, at least for the moment.  Tim took a drink of his coffee and glanced 

down at his tablet and then tapped out a message on the screen. 

“Speaking of looking for work in China, you hear about their announcement this 

morning?”  Tim asked. 

 “I’ve been a little too hung over to stay abreast of current events,” Jake said. 

 “And speaking of breasts, how is Rachel?” 

 “She broke up with me last night,” Jake said. 

 Tim grimaced.  “Oh, well none of us ever really liked her anyway.” 

 “That’s a lie.  You all loved her.” 
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 “Well she was really hot,” Tim conceded, not meeting Jake’s gaze.  “You really 

did have a rough day yesterday.  Don’t worry things will get better.” 

 “No they won’t,” Jake turned the cup around with one hand. 

 “You’re a bit gloomy this morning.” 

 “No job.  Girlfriend left.” 

 Tim grinned, “I’ve had worse days.” 

 Jake laughed and shook his head.  “Right, says the well paid engineer with a 

beautiful wife and two kids.  You’re pretty much living the dream.” 

 “I do alright.” 

 “I hear there’s work in China if you’re looking for something new,” Jake said. 

 “Fuck you,” Tim said. 

 “Shouldn’t you be at work?” 

 “I am at work.” 

 Jake was about to respond when Tim stood and waved.  There was the sound of 

car doors shutting from the parking lot behind Jake.  He turned to look as three men 

walked towards the table and quickly stood.   

One of the men was someone Jake had never met, but instantly recognized. James 

Sterling was the owner and CEO of the company Tim worked for, Quantum Engineering. 

In his early forties, his hair was just starting to silver, making his already handsome face 

seem more distinguished.   

  James Sterling also happened to be the richest man in the world by a very large 

margin.  The last Jake had seen, the news feeds had his net worth at over five hundred 

billion dollars.  He was just not rich. He was the richest.  James Sterling graduated from 
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MIT at the age of eighteen with a masters degree. At age thirty, he made the first major 

break through in quantum computing.  By thirty-five he was mass producing quantum 

processors, which averted the technological stagnation that would have come when 

Moore’s law stopped holding true for silicon chips.   

 He was the wealthiest, smartest man alive.   

 Tim stepped forward and made the introductions.  “Mr. Sterling this is Jake 

West.” 

 James Sterling walked forward and shook Jake’s hand.  Jake felt that in the course 

of the handshake he was evaluated on several different criteria and for the most part 

passed muster.  “Mr. West, it’s nice to meet you.” Sterling released Jake’s hand and 

motioned towards the two men with him.  “This is Quinn Isringhausen my assistant,” 

Sterling gestured at the man on the left.   

 Quinn was of medium height with the build of someone who ran marathons 

several times a year.  Quinn looked up from his tablet and nodded at Jake. “Mr. Sterling 

your usual?”  When Sterling nodded Quinn walked towards the entrance to the coffee 

shop, head bent back over the tablet.  

 “And this is Hank Morales, my head of security.” 

 Whereas Quinn was the slim build of a long distance runner, Hank was the build 

of a professional solider.  Trim and muscled, but not heavily, Hank carried himself like a 

man that knew five ways to kill you without even trying.  Jake had met plenty of Special 

Forces operators just like him during the war.   
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 Hank came up to Jake and shook his hand with a hard grip.  He looked directly in 

Jake’s eyes.  “You saved my life.  I always wanted to meet you to say thank you.”  There 

was a fierce earnestness in his voice. 

 “You’re welcome,” Jake said.  “I was just doing what any other pilot would have 

done.” 

 Hank shook his head.  “There are a hundred men alive today from the Five Thirty-

Third Bravo Company that would be dead without you.  No one else came for us except 

you.  All the men of the Lost Company owe you.” 

 “Ever since I told him we would be meeting you here, Hank has been very 

excited to meet you,” Sterling said. 

Jake’s hungover brain finally realized that this was an arranged meeting.  Tim had 

not asked him here just for coffee.  He was a bit annoyed at his friend for the surprise.  

Some notice would have been nice so that he wasn’t meeting Sterling in his running 

clothes.  

 Mr. Sterling took a seat and motioned for Jake and Tim to join him.  Other 

patrons as well as the staff of the café kept looking at Sterling through the front window 

and snapping quick pictures with their phones.  The assistant, Quinn, brought Mr. 

Sterling a coffee.  “Mr. West, I asked Mr. Donnell to bring you here today so I could talk 

to you about a business proposal.” 

 “If it’s about a pyramid scheme, I’m not interested,” Jake said. 

 Sterling looked at him for a second and then burst out laughing.  “Well actually I 

do have this interesting opportunity…” he could not finish as he started laughing even 

harder.  After a while the laughter settled down into a few chuckles and then finally 



THE THIRD AGE©/Ingersoll 

 8

ended with Mr. Sterling wiping at his eyes.  “I haven’t laughed that hard in a while.  

Thank you Mr. West.” 

 “You can call me Jake.” 

 Sterling smiled.  “I’m sure I could.  In all honesty though, I do have a business 

proposal for you.  When I found out that Mr. Donnell was your friend, I spoke with him 

about arranging a meeting.  I’ve found that this pitch is a little more believable if it’s 

done in person.  I take it you heard about the announcement that China made this 

morning?” Mr. Sterling was looking at Jake with light green eyes that conveyed no hint 

of his thoughts.  The billionaire took a drink of coffee and waited for Jake to answer. 

 Jake looked at Tim for a moment, then back to Mr. Sterling.  “No, actually I 

haven’t.  It’s been a bit of a rough morning.”  

“I wouldn’t feel bad.  It barely made the news feeds.  I’m sure most people didn’t 

even pay attention.  The Chinese set a date for their landing on the moon.  A little over a 

year from now, August 14, 2024.  Five years after that they are planning on putting men 

on Mars.  What do you think about that, Mr. West?” 

 Jake thought for a moment.  Ever since he was a little kid he wanted to be an 

astronaut.  He would lay out on the lawn during the summer and stare up at the stars and 

planets and dream of blasting through space, discovering new worlds.  The harsh reality 

was that as he grew older NASA grew smaller.  His senior year in high school the space 

shuttle was retired.  Then each year more and more funding was cut from the program.  

Now all that was left was private companies taking tourists to low earth orbit or taking a 

few people to the private space stations.  The only exception was China. 
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 “It makes me mad. The U.S. used to be this country that did the big things. Now 

we can’t make it to the moon even if we wanted to, let alone Mars.  We would have 

landed on Mars ten years ago if anyone in Washington had the will.  

“And to have the Chinese be the ones that make it there first really pisses me off.  

They gave the planes and weapons to the North Koreans during the war that shot a lot of 

my friends out of the air.” 

“I’m glad you feel that way,” Mr. Sterling said.  “Its nice to see someone who 

understands that this isn’t just some story that should be relegated to the science feeds.” 

Jake sat for a moment, his mind working furiously putting the pieces of the 

conversation together. He looked from Mr. Sterling to Tim. 

“How?” 

Mr. Sterling raised an eyebrow.  “Excuse me?” 

 “You want to race China to the moon.  How are you going to do it?” 

 Mr. Sterling smiled.  “Mr. Donnell, you were right when you said your friend was 

smart. As of right now,” Sterling pulled out his phone and thumbed through a few 

screens.  “I am worth five hundred and thirty-one billion dollars.  I can do pretty much 

what ever the hell I want.” 

 “But,” Jake said thinking through all of the implications. “The Chinese are 

launching in a year.  There is no way you could start up a scratch space program in that 

time.  I guess you could use some of other company’s technology, but even then they are 

all mostly low Earth orbit.”  Jake stopped himself then looked at Tim.  “Unless you’ve 

been planning to do this all along and have been developing a space program in secret.”  
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 Jake turned back to Mr. Sterling.  “If you’ve been developing something for years 

then it would be really easy to beat the Chinese.” 

 “Theoretically yes,” Sterling said.  “Unfortunately, I started my program a little 

late.  As it stands if we hit all of our milestones we are about on the same timeline as 

China.  If the project Mr. Donnell has been designing ever works then we will easily beat 

them.” 

 A flicker of frustration carved Tim’s face.  Jake made a mental note to ask his 

friend later what Sterling meant.  “How is it no one has heard of this?” 

 “I’m sure some people have,” Mr. Sterling said.  “For the most part it was easy to 

hide within the existing infrastructure of my company.  The new facility that I built near 

Boulder a few years ago is the headquarters.  Everyone just thinks it is another one of my 

research labs.  I land my private plane on the runway we built and park it in the hangars 

and everyone just chalks it up to the luxuries of the super rich.  Granted, we haven’t 

actually performed any test flights as of yet, which would be the biggest clue.” 

 “Something like this would cost billions,” Jake said. 

 “Thirty-nine so far,” Sterling said.  “And I am willing to spend whatever I need 

to.”  Mr. Sterling leaned towards Jake.  “The thing is Mr. West, that this is not just about 

going to the moon.  This is about what comes after the moon.  Next will be Mars, then the 

asteroid belt, then moons around the gas giants.  This is not just some scientific 

experiment, or game of look what I can do, for China.  Their trip to the moon is just the 

first step in a very ambitious plan that will have economic, political and even martial 

ramifications for centuries after this. We are talking about the third age of exploration.” 

 “Third?” Jake asked. 



THE THIRD AGE©/Ingersoll 

 11

 Mr. Sterling held up a finger.  “Our distant ancestors leaving Africa.”  He held up 

another finger. “European exploration, Columbus, Magellan, Cook and the rest.”  Sterling 

raised a third finger.  “Expanding out into the solar system.”  Finally he held up a fourth 

finger.  “And someday there will be the fourth age.  Where we travel to the stars.” 

 Sterling’s eyes were lit with excitement.  Jake tapped his fingers on the table with 

nervous energy.  “You believe this?” 

 “With every molecule of my body,” Mr. Sterling said.  “I believe it and so do the 

Chinese.  Now I just have to convince the United States that this is something we need to 

care about again.” 

 “You want me to be an astronaut?” Jake guessed. 

 Mr. Sterling nodded.  “I’m bringing together as many qualified candidates as I 

can for the selection process.  If you say yes it doesn’t mean you’ll make the final cut.  I 

hope that you do, but I will not be the judge of that.  The selection will be very rigorous 

and the amount of media attention will be substantial.  If those are things you are not 

prepared for then this is not for you.  On the flip side, you will be generously 

compensated and if you do make it, then you get a chance to fly to the moon, then 

possibly Mars and after that who knows.” 

 This was by far the strangest job interview Jake ever had.   

A cloud slid in front of the sun casting the morning into a brief moment of shade.  

A homeless man with a matted beard and bush of hair shuffled down the sidewalk in 

front of the coffee shop.  There was something out of place about the man, but Jake 

couldn’t put his finger on it.   
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 Jake was about to turn back to the conversation when the homeless man looked 

straight at him.  The man’s eyes had a focused intensity that was completely out of place 

on someone so disheveled.  His gaze shifted away towards Mr. Sterling.  With no other 

warning, the man reached into the layers of his filthy clothing and pulled a gun.   

 “Gun,” Jake yelled and dove to the side, hitting Mr. Sterling and knocked him out 

of his chair. A quarter second later came the crack of three quick gunshots.  There was 

the sound of breaking glass and then screams.  Two more gunshots sounded and then 

yelling.  Jake pushed himself up off the ground with one arm.  Hank was standing over 

the prone body of shooter, his gun pointed at the homeless man.  A second guard that had 

been waiting in the car came running over.   

 “Shooter down,” Hank’s voice called out. 

 Employees and customers were running out of the coffee shop.  The front window 

of the building was in shards.  The sound of sirens split the air in the distance.  Jake 

stood, and offered a hand to Mr. Sterling and then to Tim.  Mr. Sterling brushed himself 

off. 

 “Is everyone okay?” the billionaire asked.  “Is anyone hurt?” 

 “I’m okay,” Jake said.  Tim answered the same. 

 Sterling looked at Jake.  “Thank you Mr. West.  You just saved my life.” 

 Adrenaline slammed through Jake’s veins.  The world was vivid with detail.  He 

had not been this focused since his last mission over North Korea.  Jake walked towards 

the shooter’s body lying on the concrete in a small pool of blood.  Quinn stood next to 

Jake, aiming his tablet at the body and taking pictures. 
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 “Quinn,” Sterling said.  When there was no response he said it again sharply. 

“Quinn.” 

 “Yes?” Quinn said, looking up from his tablet.  “I’ve just sent the pictures to our 

Search and Verification Team.  They’ll find out who this guy was.” 

 Sterling nodded.  “Good.” Sterling looked at Jake and Tim.  “I’m sorry gentlemen 

your morning appears to be ruined.” 

  “Why would someone attack you?” Jake asked. 

 “A variety of reasons,” Mr. Sterling said.  “It’s not the first time.  Before the 

police arrive, do you have an answer Mr. West?” 

 Jake looked at the businessman standing next to the dead shooter, looking as calm 

as if he were going to a meeting.  “You want to go to the moon, Mars and all these other 

things,” Jake said.  “Why?” 

 “Because if I don’t, then no one will and the Chinese will be able to waltz into the 

future alone.  Plus the United States needs a grand act, something to get behind.  That,” 

Sterling gave a smile, “and it is what I’ve wanted to do since I was five.” 

 Jake looked the billionaire in the eyes.  “I’m in.” 
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 Denver lay at their feet like a sparkling necklace spread along the throat of the 

mountains.  The moon was a little over half full, but still hung huge in the night sky.  A 

waiter’s reflection appeared in the glass beside Jake.  He held a tray with a glass of scotch 

poised in the center.  Jake thanked him, took the drink and sipped it.  

 After the police finished with their questioning Mr. Sterling offered to take Jake 

and Tim to dinner in order to finish their conversation.  When a billionaire wanted to buy 

you dinner, saying no was not the correct answer. 

 Looking out over Denver Jake shook his head.  There was a strong moment of 

dislocation as he thought back to waking up that morning unemployed and hung over.  

Now, he had a job to potentially be an astronaut, something he had wanted to do since he 

was five and knew what the word meant. 

Tim walked up next to him, a cut crystal glass of bourbon in his hand.   

“See, I told you.  Losing your job turned out to be an adventure and an 

opportunity.  Funny world huh?” 

“Yeah, it is,” Jake said.  “You talk to Katie?” 

“Yeah, she didn’t believe me that I was here.  I had to have the bartender confirm 

it.” 

Jake couldn’t blame Tim’s wife.  Everyone in Denver had heard of the Summit 

Room, but unless you had a couple hundred dollars per person to spend, you probably 

had never been there.  The restaurant was perched on the top floor of the Quantum 

Tower.  At 1,433 feet it was almost twice as tall as the next tallest building. 

“You tell her about the shooting?” Jake asked. 
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“I value my marriage,” Tim replied.  “Of course I did.  Kind of hard to hide when 

it’s all over the news feeds.” 

“You doing okay?” 

Tim opened his mouth to reply, then stopped and took a drink instead.  After a 

moment he spoke.  “Hell no.  I was getting my masters while you were in Korea.  I’m not 

made for this kind of stuff.  Gun fights and assassination attempts are why I go to the 

movies.  I don’t want them in my real life.” 

Jake clapped his friend on the shoulder.  “Nobody does.” 

The hostess approached them. “Gentlemen, your table is ready,” she said and led 

them to a round table on western edge of the room.   

The restaurant was all dark stone, copper and glass.  There were big leather arm 

chairs grouped around the perimeter of the room.  The bar was in the middle and the open 

kitchens along the southern wall, so there was not a single obstruction to the view.  In all 

there were maybe fifteen tables, which was fine, because the list of clientele that could 

afford the menu was small. 

By the time they sat down, Mr. Sterling had appeared, walking through the room 

like an emperor through his court.  The dozen other tables with diners stopped to watch 

as he moved through them. Hank followed a discrete distance behind the billionaire, 

watching the room like a gunslinger from the Old West. No sooner had Sterling been 

seated, when a waiter brought a bottle of wine and presented it to him. 

“That’s fine, pour everyone a glass and bring another bottle,” Sterling said.  “I 

hope you like this place. 

“I’ve heard good things,” Jake said and Tim nodded in agreement. 
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Sterling looked around.  “You know my father was an electrician and my mother 

worked the computer help desk for one of the corporate offices in town.  I brought them 

up here a few weeks after the tower opened.  My mother started to cry.”  Sterling gave a 

dry laugh.  “Middle class to the upper class.” 

“Mr. Sterling, I don’t think you even qualify for upper class anymore,” Tim said.   

 “What are you trying to say Mr. Donnell?” 

 “That you have way too much money, and you should give more to the rest of 

us.” 

Sterling laughed again.  “Fair enough.  I’ll make you a promise Mr. Donnell.  If 

you get your prototype working in time I’ll give you more money than you’ll know what 

to do with.” 

Jake made note of the second mention of Tim’s project.  He was very curious 

about what his friend was working on that was so important. 

Mr. Sterling looked at Jake. “I really am happy you agreed to join my program.  

I’ve had several conversations with Mr. Donnell about you and was intrigued to finally 

meet Jake West, hero of the Lost Company.” 

Jake shrugged.  “I did what I had to do.  Anyone else would have.” 

“Not according to Hank,” Sterling said. 

Tim laughed. “Jake, you flew a damaged plane across five hundred miles to 

provide air support to a company that was pinned down by half the North Korean Army.” 

Jake shrugged again and took a drink of wine.  “Like I said, I did what I had to.” 

“And that’s what I am doing,” Sterling said.  “What I have to.   
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 Jake looked at Mr. Sterling.  “Will you be able to convince the country that they 

need to care about China and their space program?” 

 Sterling sat back in his chair.  “Have you ever heard of the concept of lunar solar 

power generation?” 

 Jake shook his head. 

 “The basic concept is that you build a lot of solar panels on the moon and then 

beam the power back to earth via microwaves or laser relay.” 

 “Seriously?” Jake asked.  “Is that real?” 

 “Very real,” Sterling said.  “The moon receives fifteen terawatts of solar power a 

year.  Right now all of earth only uses a fraction of that amount.  The surface of the moon 

contains enough of the basic ingredients for the solar panels that you wouldn’t have to 

launch them from earth; they could be built on location.  You build collection stations all 

across the earth and viola the world is powered by cheap, clean energy.  Once in place the 

cost of energy would be so low that using coal or nuclear would no longer make 

economic sense.” 

 “You think this is why the Chinese want to go to the moon?” Jake asked. 

 “I know this is why they want to go to the moon,” Sterling replied.    

 Jake took a drink of wine, running through the implications of the technology.  

“The way I see it, the real problem is not now, its twenty years down the road,” Jake said.  

Mr. Sterling nodded for him to continue his thought.  “If this works as well as you say, 

that means everyone stops building conventional power plants.  A couple of decades later 

we are all dependent on China for power.” 
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 “As big of a weapon as a nuclear missile,” Tim said.  “Like that,” he snapped his 

fingers. “They can turn off a country’s power and plunge them back into the dark ages.” 

 “Also think about all the developing countries that are now getting reliable power 

to their citizens for the first time.  China looks like a savior and has half the world 

looking to them for direction,” Mr. Sterling said.  “Not only that, but China also solves its 

own energy generation short comings.  They become the protectors of the environment.  

No pollution from coal plants, waste from nuclear, or eco system impact from damming 

rivers.” 

 “And they can do this?  They have the technology?”  Jake asked. 

 “They do.  They have the machines to collect and process the raw materials, make 

the panels and beaming stations.  They also have prefab modules they can connect to 

form bases for the people working there.  So, yes they have the infrastructure.  It’s now 

just a matter of getting it to the moon.” 

 “And you want to stop them?” 

 Sterling shook his head.  “No.  Even if I wanted to, how could I go up against a 

country that has what is quickly becoming the world’s largest economy?  All I want to do 

is get into the game.  NASA barely has any funding so it’s not as if they’ll be competing.  

Someone else needs to get there so that China doesn’t get the monopoly.  Quantum 

Engineering can’t even come close to constructing something on this scale.  What we can 

do is offer alternatives, create the technologies we can sell to other companies and 

countries to get them involved.” 

 “So the mission to the moon is not just some altruistic act?  Because I thought 

you said something about a race to the moon being good for the country?” Jake asked. 
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 Sterling laughed.  “I did. I am a nerd capitalist and as a species we may want to 

make the world into a sci fi book, but we want to make money while doing so.” 

 Sterling’s answer made Jake feel a little more at ease.  Speaking with someone 

that forthright was nice.  Jake had gotten so used to politicians and CEO’s speaking in 

half truths and vague generalities on the various newsfeeds that it was refreshing to have 

someone come out and admit exactly what they were doing. 

“When are you going to announce?” Jake asked. 

“Tomorrow.  I’ve scheduled a press conference in the morning.  I am planning on 

having some press coverage at the labs tomorrow to show the world what my team here 

has been working on.  So you’ll need to be there early.  Did Quinn get everything sorted 

out for you?”  Sterling asked Jake. 

“Yes,” Jake said.  Quinn had sent him the contracts that morning.   

“How do you think China will react?” Tim asked. 

“I don’t think they will react much.  Why would the dragon pay attention to a 

flea?” 

“It will be a government versus a businessman,” Jake said. 

“Exactly,” Sterling said.  “That is the story of America.  One person seeing things 

can be different and changing them.  That’s why I hope you persevere in the training and 

make the final group of astronauts.  You are a story that the country could get behind: a 

war hero, down on his luck gets a chance to live a dream.  You’re good looking and 

approachable.  You’ll drive this story so that all of the United States is behind you.” 

Jake felt his face flush.  “I was out of a job for a day.” 
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Sterling smiled, “Yes, even if it was just for a day, people will view you, will 

view us, as the underdog.  If there is something the U.S. loves, it’s the underdog.” 

Jake took a drink of wine and leaned forward.  “Is it possible?” Jake asked.  “Do 

we really have a chance at this?  The beating China to the moon piece, not the energy 

from space part.”  

“Yes,” Sterling said.  “To both parts. One summer when I was eight I set up a 

lemonade stand.” 

“So did I,” Tim said. 

“But did you make a hundred and fifty dollars in three days?” 

Tim shook his head.  “I think I make two dollars and that was from my parents.” 

“I’m not bragging about my lemonade making skills, which are considerable.  I’m 

saying that I don’t fail at business.  I don’t commit to something unless I think it’s going 

to be successful.  If we fail on this it will be a matter of inches.”  Sterling paused and let a 

small smile creep onto his lips.  “But as I said.  I don’t fail.” 

“A lemonade stand is a little different than a moon shot.” Jake pointed out. 

“Only by a small degree,” Sterling held up his fingers a half inch apart.   

The waiter stopped by and took their orders.  All three asked for the buffalo 

tenderloin medium rare.  Jake was enjoying himself, but there was the elephant in the 

room that he kept coming back to in his mind.  After the waiter left Jake decided to 

broach the subject.   

“What was that this morning?  Why did that guy try to kill you?” 

 “It’s not the first time.  Why do you think I have Hank and a dozen other 

guards?” Sterling said gesturing to where Hank was sitting in a chair near one the 
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windows, watching their table.  “I’m the richest man in the world.  That has a tendency of 

putting the cross hairs right on your chest.” 

“So you think it was some out of work guy that wanted to even the score?” Tim 

asked. 

Sterling shrugged.  “Maybe.” 

“Then who?” Jake asked. 

“I’m not certain.  There are several legitimate candidates, some of which could 

have something to do with going to the moon.  I am a popular man, or unpopular 

depending on your point of view.  At this time I don’t want to say.  False accusations, 

even in this setting, could have large ramifications.”  Sterling grabbed the bottle of wine 

and topped off everyone’s glasses.  He took his glass and raised it in a toast.  “To pushing 

the frontier.  To doing what should be impossible.” 

Jake chimed his glass against Tim and Mr. Sterling’s.  “To unexpected days.” 

* * * 

Jake walked into his dark house, shutting and locking the door to the garage 

behind him.  He was tired.  It was a little after midnight and it had been a very long day.  

A few steps into the house he realized that there was someone else there.  The light in the 

office was on and he could hear someone moving around. 

He approached cautiously, being as quiet as possible, and saw who it was.  He 

stood in the office door and leaned against the frame.  “What’re you doing here?” 

Rachel jumped.  “Jesus, Jake.  You scared me.”  Her black hair was pulled up in a 

ponytail.  She was dressed in light blue scrubs. 
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“What are you doing here?” Jake repeated.  “I’m pretty sure you broke up with 

me yesterday.” 

“I left a few things here that I wanted to get,” she looked exhausted.  “Why are 

you wearing a suit?” 

“You look tired,” Jake said ignoring her question.  She also looked beautiful, but 

it wasn’t a good idea to say that, especially with all the wine spinning through his veins. 

“So do you,” she said. 

“It was a very long day.” 

Rachel nodded.  “Ten hours in surgery.” 

“Did it work?” 

“Yes.  He’s stable.” 

“Good,” Jake said.  “You’re a good surgeon.” 

Rachel leaned back against the wall.  “Some days.”  She closed her eyes and 

slumped a little lower. 

“I think its most days.” 

“Sorry to hear about your job,” she said.  “I know you hated it, but it was 

something.  I hope it doesn’t take you long to find another.  Yesterday must have been a 

rough day.” 

“Yes,” Jake said.  His half lidded eyes never leaving her.  “It was. Being dumped 

by your girlfriend when you were just looking for support is a little rough.” 

“You want me to apologize?” She asked a sharp bite in her voice.   

“That would be nice,” Jake acknowledged. 
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“Well it’s not going to happen.  You had plenty of opportunities to make it better, 

and you never did.” 

“So this is my fault?” Jake asked. “How the hell is this my fault?” 

 “I told you yesterday.  I can’t be around you when you’re so miserable.  You 

hated your job and did nothing about it.” 

“That’s been fixed,” Jake said. 

“Has it?” Rachel shook her head.  “It’s not just the job.  You’re still too tied up in 

the war. I’m tired of dealing with it.  Tired of having you drag me down.” 

“Bullshit,” Jake said.  “Tied up in the war?  What the hell does that have to do 

with liking my job?  The war was four years ago.  I barely even think about it.” 

Rachel snorted.  “You have pictures from it all over your screens, all over your 

walls.  This place is practically a memorial to the Second Korean War.” 

As if to underscore her point the wall screen popped up a picture of Jake and an 

old friend as they stood next to his Raptor; Maggie’s head only coming up to his 

shoulder, thrown back in laughter. Rachel had always hated that picture. 

“They’re pictures of my friends,” Jake snapped, tying not to look at the screen.  “I 

like to remember my friends.  I survived next to them for two years.  You generally 

become close.” 

Rachel’s eyes flicked to the picture.  “When was the last time you talked to her?” 

The venom in the last word felt like a viper strike. 

“Is Maggie what this is all about?”  Jake could not help but laugh.  The noise was 

dry, derisive without any humor.  “I haven’t talked, written or in any way communicated 

with her in almost four years.  Why are you so hung up on Maggie?” 
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“Why are you?” Rachel asked. 

“I’m not,” Jake shouted. 

Rachel gave her head a short, sharp shake.  “You are.  I’m tired of living in your 

imagination’s shadow.  I can’t be with someone who doesn’t have the common sense to 

pull their head out of their own apathy.  We were together for six months and in that time 

I saw you becoming more miserable by the day.  I enjoy my job.  I like my life.  I don’t 

want to be with someone that’s constantly bringing that down.”  She said all it in a tired, 

dispassionate tone.   

“I don’t hate my life,” Jake said. 

“Yes, you do.  I don’t know what you will be happy doing, but when you find it 

maybe we can start talking again.” Rachel walked towards the office door, where Jake 

stood.   

“I hated my job, not my life,” Jake clarified.  “There were lots of parts of my life 

that I liked.” 

Rachel picked up her purse, and the few items she had collected.  She walked 

past, “Good bye Jake.” 

Part of him still wanted to reach out, hug her, kiss her, take her to bed.  Jake 

pushed that deep down into the back of his brain.  

“Good bye, Rachel,” he said and watched her leave the house. 

Jake tapped in the code on his phone to lock all the doors.  He also changed the 

combination for the locks while he was at it.  Jake walked up the stairs to bed.  He felt 

that he lived a month since he woke up hung over that morning.   

“Find something that makes me happy?” he said to the empty house. 
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Jake smiled at the thought. 
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3 

Jake dreamed of the moon. He took long bounding steps across the gray dusty 

plain.  He left boot prints in the sediment of ages, the particles of meteors.  From horizon 

to horizon the dark weight of empty space pushed downward. The stars whispered their 

siren song of exploration and infinite distance. There was grandeur; a sense of being 

nothing more than a grain of sand washed up on a desolate beach.  Jake kept his eyes 

down and took one giant step after another.    

 After a time he came to the rim of a crater.  Seeing no other way forward, Jake 

took careful steps down the side.  Dust and small rocks tumbled along with him, silent in 

the vacuum. At the bottom surround by the sloping crater walls, Jake looked up into the 

galaxy. The vast starry night sparked and shone as a billion points of light welcomed him.  

He turned his head inside the helmet and saw Earth coming over the horizon.  The planet 

rose, white streaks of clouds splashed across continents and oceans.  His home looked so 

alone against the vast nothingness.  The sight filled Jake with inexplicable wonder and 

sadness.   

 He watched for a long time, drinking in the blue like cold water quenching a 

desert thirst.  Jake sank to his knees and looked around at the soft dust, the gray 

sameness.  There was beauty here as well.  He grabbed a small rock and held it in his 

thick glove.  Undisturbed for eons, this rock had lain in the dust since humanity was 

nothing but small mammals scurrying beneath the feet of dinosaurs.   

 Jake smiled at the thought of the vast distance that they had come.  He looked 

back at Earth, trying to absorb the sight deep into his bones. 

* * * 
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 The alarm on Jake’s phone beeped just loud enough to wake him.  He opened his 

eyes to gray strands of predawn light creeping into the bedroom.  Jake climbed out of the 

bed.  Always more of a morning person he woke up quickly.  He walked to the bathroom 

where he showered, brushed his teeth and then shaved.  The entire time he thought about 

his dream, trapped by its gravity. 

 After a quick bowl of cereal, he checked himself in the hall mirror to make sure 

his tie was straight.  He wore his best suit, a gray pin strip with a light blue shirt.  Today 

would start the selling process.  All the astronaut candidates were suppose to be at Mr. 

Sterling’s press conference.  When Quinn gave Jake the details he said there would be 

over thirty candidates trying out for seven spots.  Out of those seven only three would be 

selected for the actual mission to the moon. 

 The thought of the competition made Jake grin.  His entire childhood and teenage 

years had been competition, baseball and football, grades in school, then testing for 

college.  The last competitive environment he had been in was Flight School.  Being in an 

situation where he would have to push himself would be nice, like coming home after 

being away at school. 

 Jake climbed into his car and pulled out of the garage.  Even though he now had a 

job again, there was a certain sense of freedom that Jake enjoyed.  He was going to a 

press conference, not having to drag his ass to an office to sit at a desk waiting for the 

hours to pass.  He hated his last job so much.  Looking back on it, Jake could not quite 

pin point why he never tried to leave.  Yes the economy was horrible and any job had 

more than a thousand applicants, but he could have still tried.  Though he did not like to 

admit it, what Rachel said the night before was right.  He could have tried to do 
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something.  Even just thinking about driving to his old work sent a trickle of chills down 

Jake’s back. 

 The sun was up and the sky clear.  The weather was supposed to be in the mid 

seventies by early afternoon, but the weather feeds were predicating afternoon 

thunderstorms.  Like most Coloradans Jake would believe the weather when he saw it.  

Doctors could grow new livers from just a few cells.  According to Mr. Sterling the world 

could be powered by solar cells on the moon.  All new cars had the ability to drive 

themselves.  Yet meteorologists were still only fifty percent accurate.   

 Jake navigated through Denver, popping on to I-25 for a brief stretch as he headed 

towards downtown.  Quantum Engineering’s main office was the Quantum Tower, but 

most of Jake’s time would be spent at the Quantum Lab complex up near Boulder.  That 

would actually be fairly convenient as his house was only fifteen minutes away. 

 Traffic was heavy the closer to downtown he came.  Despite the traffic and the 

few bikers and pedestrians on the sidewalk, the streets felt sparsely populated, as if the 

density of people was just an illusion covering how many people there were supposed to 

be.  Denver was better off than most of the country.  In large part that was due to 

Quantum.  The company employed thirty thousand people in Colorado alone.  The state 

had eighteen percent unemployment instead of twenty-nine.   Jake passed a man his own 

age standing on the street corner with a sign that simply said, “War Vet. Please Help 

Me.” 

 How a great country could come to this point was something the news feeds 

debated endlessly.  The time for talking was long past, but no one was willing to take 
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action.  Jake didn’t know if Mr. Sterling’s race to the moon would help give the country 

hope to get it started on the path upward, but at this point it probably wouldn’t hurt. 

 Another five minutes brought him to the entrance to the Quantum tower garage 

deep underground.  Jake drove in and the automated parking screen told him in which 

space to park.  Jake pulled into the spot as others parked near him.  He wondered who 

was just coming to work and who his competition would be. 

 Jake walked to the elevator and rode up to the ground floor where he exited and 

walked to the front desk.  He gave the guard his name and they presented him with a 

guest badge and directed him to the 89th floor.  On the way up Jake shared the glass 

elevator with a group of others people with guest badges, each of which marked them as 

Press.  Their eyes were on him the entire way up, clearly curious as to who he was.  Jake 

could not help but smile at the thought of the shock they were going to get when Mr. 

Sterling announced his plan. 

 The elevator dinged and announced the floor.  Jake let everyone go first, then 

followed them out into the lobby.  There were several Quantum employees waiting to 

direct guests to where they needed to go.  They sent the reporters and their crews to the 

right and Jake to the left.  Jake looked out the windows at Denver spread to the horizons. 

He had a suspicion that the press conference was being held this high as a reminder to the 

press of who Mr. Sterling was. 

 A Quantum employee, a red head who looked like she was barely old enough to 

have graduated from college, showed Jake to the waiting room then walked back to 

intercept the next people off the elevator.  The room was an open space with a few chairs 

and a long table set with coffee and breakfast items.  About a dozen people were already 



THE THIRD AGE©/Ingersoll 

 30

gathered in small groups.  Jake wandered over to two guys standing in suits, chatting.  

One was big bull of a man who was familiar, but Jake could not quite place him. The 

other was a mild looking guy that looked like he should be teaching fifth grade.   

 “Are you astronaut candidates?” Jake asked walking up to them.  The words felt 

funny coming out of his mouth, like he was reading lines from a sci fi movie. 

 Both men grinned.  “That sounds strange to hear,” the big man said. 

 “Feels strange to say,” Jake replied.  He cocked his head to one side and looked at 

the other man.  “Wait, are you Paul Lincoln?  You’re a linebacker for the Ravens.” 

 “That’s me,” Paul said.   

 “What are you doing here?” 

 “Hopefully going to the moon,” Paul answered.  “If not then I made a huge 

mistake.  Wasn’t easy walking into Coach’s office and telling him I was leaving the 

team.” 

 “No,” Jake said.  “I can’t imagine it would be.  You’re walking away from 

millions.” 

 Paul nodded.  “That I am.” 

 “Jake West,” he held out his hand. 

 “Paul Lincoln, but you knew that.”  The big guy shook hands. 

 “Mike Halloran,” the other man introduced himself. 

 “Were you in the 501 Tactical?” Jake asked Mike.  “Your name sounds familiar.” 

 “I was.  Flying F-35s out of FAB Delta Lima.” 

 “I knew it,” Jake said. “I flew F-22s with the 307th.” 

 Mike did an almost comical double take.  “Wait, are you the Jake West?” 
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 Jake smiled. “Well that’s hard to say.” 

 Mike turned to Paul.  “This is the guy who flew his Raptor five hundred clicks 

with it shot half to hell and still managed to provide air support to the Lost Company.” 

 “Well fuck, it really is a pleasure to meet you,” Paul said.  “I was happy to hear 

you got the Medal of Honor after that.  We watched the video from your flight camera for 

weeks.  You are cold as a fucking glacier.”  The man’s voice rumbled like the diesel on a 

tank.  “I flew super hornets off the Bush.” 

 Jake vaguely remembered hearing that while watching a Broncos game when they 

were playing the Ravens.  “How the hell did you even fit into the cockpit?” Jake asked. 

 Paul grinned.  “Deck boss just slathered me up with some lard and I slid right in 

there.  Same trick I use anytime I visit a lady friend.” 

 Jake laughed.  “I’m sure you do.  I guess you’re my competition.” 

 Mike shrugged.  “Just as long as its us that makes it and not the Chinese, I don’t 

care.” 

 “Like fuck you don’t,” Paul said. 

 Mike laughed.  “True.” 

 “Kind of crazy,” Jake said as he walked to a neighboring table and took a bottle of 

water.   “Yesterday I was unemployed, today I’m part of a program to go back to the 

moon.” 

 “Unemployed?” Mike asked. 

 “I was laid off.  How about you?  What are you giving up?” 

 “High School Physics. My wife thought I was making it up when I told her they 

wanted me to be part of the program.” 
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 “How did she take it when she finally understood you were serious?” Jake asked. 

 “Told me to say yes,” Mike said and shook his head.  “Told me I was an idiot for 

even waiting to ask her.” 

 “Sounds like my kind of woman,” Paul said. 

 “Jake?” A voice called from the doorway. 

 Jake turned slowly, his heart speeding up like he had sprinted up a flight of stairs.  

Maggie stood in the doorway, slightly curled brown hair hanging to her shoulders.  Her 

lips pulled up in a wide smile.  She ran towards him, high heels clicking on the floor.  

Maggie flung herself at him.  He caught her and hugged her tightly to his chest.  “Hey 

there,” was all he could say.   

 She smelled wonderful, like spring, a hint of apple blossoms and lilac.  He set her 

down, even with heels she only came up to his chin.  Maggie looked up at him, big green 

eyes sparkling.  “Hey to you too.” 

 Jake nodded.  “Mike, Paul, this is Maggie Walsh.  She flew with me in the 307th.” 

 Maggie shook each of their hands.  “A pleasure to meet you both.  So we’re all 

going to be astronauts?” 

 “Hopefully,” Mike said.   

 Jake was having a hard time coping with Maggie standing next to him.  They had 

not communicated in a long time.  As far as he knew she had fallen off the face of the 

earth since the war ended. 

 Maggie reached out and put a hand on his arm.  “Can you believe this?  Going to 

the moon.  Another adventure for us.” 

 “Going to the moon, is a hell of an adventure,” Jake agreed. 
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 Quinn came into the room and whistled loudly to get the assembled candidates 

attention. “Alright everyone.  This is about to start.  The press is out there and waiting.  

Mr. Sterling is on the way down from his office.  All of you just need to file in and stand 

along the back of the stage.  Mr. Sterling will do all the speaking.  Some of you may be 

asked questions by the reporters.  Try and not say anything stupid.  We are announcing 

something monumental.  Don’t get in the way of that.  Understood?”  The thirty or so 

people gathered all nodded or said yes.  “Let’s go.” 

 They filed to the other side of the room and into the briefing room.  Jake guessed 

there were fifty or so reporters present with as many cameras pointed at the stage.  Lights 

blasted them with heat.  Jake glanced at Maggie and caught her looking at the cameras, 

no emotion on her face, mouth in a straight line.  The look was the same one she had as 

they would sit listening to a mission briefing. 

 After a little jostling everyone managed to form a line.  Jake was just a little to the 

left of the podium with Mike on one side and Paul on the other.  The reporters were 

holding up their phones, snapping pictures of each person and then running recognition 

apps to identify all of them.  Several caused a stir when they recognized Paul. 

 Every conversation died quickly as another door opened and James Sterling 

entered the room.  He walked across the stage and gave Jake a tight smile right before he 

stopped behind the podium.  Every eye focused on him. 

 Sterling stood at the podium, hands resting on the sides. Whenever James Sterling 

called a press conference something big was going to happen.  Everyone in the audience 

knew it.  So they waited patiently, wondering how the world would change once again. 
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 Jake had a sense at that moment of Sterling as a fulcrum against which a lever of 

change was being pressed against the world; slowly moving it away from what it was and 

towards what it could be.  A small feeling of wonder spread through him as he realized he 

was part of it. 

 “All, I am glad that you could make it today on short notice.  I know many of you 

heard about the attack on me yesterday, but I want to start off by saying that’s not what 

we will be discussing today.  I want to talk to you about something far more important.” 

He paused and looked at the reporters and then stared into the camera lenses.  “America 

has fallen on hard times.  We are no longer what we were.  A decade of recession and 

depression has left us a hallowed out shell of the great country we once were.   

 “Our government spends all of its time arguing ideology and passing laws that do 

nothing to address any of our problems.  We have twenty-nine percent unemployment a 

number that is not heading down anytime soon.  The quality of our schools has declined 

dramatically.  This is no longer the country of opportunity it was even a few short years 

ago. 

 “Yes, we still have military might.  Yes, we still are the largest economy in the 

world.  That will not last more than a year or two more.  The world is passing us by while 

we are lost in nostalgia for our glory days.  We as a country do not realize that we have 

lost our way, lost what it means to be great.” 

 A buzz ran through the reporters as the edge of excitement in the room built.  

Everyone felt it.  The news people shot glances at one another, at the people standing 

behind Sterling.  There was a tension like strain on a barbed wire, pulled taught, ready to 

break. 
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 “What we lack, besides a government that has any clue what it is doing,” this 

brought laughter from the crowd.  “Is hope.  We lack a shared vision of the future.  This 

is, or was, a country of innovators, of explorers.  It is time for that to be true again.  This 

is the time when we take back some small measure of respect and make everyone 

remember who we are. 

 “Today, I am announcing that my company has been working on a secret project 

for many years now. This project, the Pioneer Program, has been a source of grist for the 

rumor mill.”  Sterling took a moment to give a playful smirk.  “The rumors, theories, 

whatever you would like to call them have run the gamut from true AI to room 

temperature semi conductors.  Every guess, even the wild ones have been far from the 

mark. The true focus of Pioneer is to send Americans back to the moon and then in a few 

years further out into the solar system.” 

 The words resounded in Jake’s ears.  Reporter’s mouths dropped open as the full 

ramifications of the announcement became clear.  Something sparked in many of their 

eyes.  Jake watched the idea flame into existence and then spread through them like wild 

fire through dry grass. 

 “I have brought together the best scientists and engineers.  The individuals behind 

me represent the latest additions to my team.  These are the astronaut candidates that will 

be competing to be the crew that lands on the moon.  This is not about me, or about them 

or about you.  This is about all of us working together to achieve greatness. 

 “All of you are aware of the fact that China has announced a launch date for their 

own mission.  Most, I would guess, paid little attention.  If you did it was only to note 
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that another country was doing something that we can no longer do, and have not done in 

fifty years. 

 “I am here to say that as of today this is something that we will do.  Today, my 

company will be striving to one purpose: to beat China to the moon.  This is more than 

just a race.  This is about the future, and who controls the strategic resources that the 

moon can provide.  To many this will sound far fetched, but I ask that you trust me in this 

assessment.  If China goes to the moon unchallenged then the future of this world will be 

theirs to determine. 

  “To China I have one thing to say. I hope you are ready.  The gauntlet is thrown.  

We will be there waiting for you on the lunar surface when you land.” 

 Sterling looked out at the press holding them all rapt as they lived in the one 

perfect moment of potential that he created.  Then in one great shout, they all started 

asking questions. Jake looked at Maggie.  She looked at him.  They both smiled.  She 

mouthed one word, “Adventure.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


