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They say some years ask questions and some years answer them.
If they’re right, we’re sure as hell overdue for some answers right about now.
Tomorrow, the world will mark the third anniversary of our hollow victory over Ignacio Zola.
Politicians and celebrities will be back on TV, celebrating my role in stopping that maniac’s plan to destroy life on Earth in his bid to reach the distant world of Bayzen 4b.
I’ll give a few interviews to try to keep people’s spirits up, like I always do, but this year feels different.
Sure, a lot of the same questions we’ve had since the dust settled are still circling. Questions about Bayzen, questions about theocite, questions about Laika and how much we can learn from his incredible brain…
But this year, there are a whole new host of questions.
Questions about the changes everyone can see in the world around us. Questions about what else some people might know. Questions about a loose bundle of inexplicable phenomena, none of them positive, that the media has given a simple name:
The Anomaly.
“Ray, snap out of it,” Eva says, clicking her fingers a few inches from my ear. “I know it’s hard. But if we want Joe to have a nice few hours without all the worries, we need to try to shake them off first. He’ll see our faces and follow our lead.”
I blink the thoughts away.
She’s right. We’re already on the verge of being late and I’ve spent more than enough time gazing dumbly at my shoes, anyway.
“I’ll heat up the car,” I tell her.
I grab my phone from my pocket to open the car-control app.
My home screen tells me there are eighty new message notifications since I last marked them all as read, which can’t have been more than an hour ago. I do that again and set the car to warm up before we get in.
Lorien is already here to babysit Scarlet, which is good for everyone.
We’re going to an information morning at the preschool Scarlet will be starting soon, then taking Joe for a milkshake afterwards. We try to have some deliberate time with just Joe every week, and Lorien makes that possible.
Although our entire family is very friendly with hers, there’s no pretense that Lorien moved here to Salt Lake City for any reason other than to be as close as possible to one of us in particular: Laika.
That works out well for everyone, since she’s one of his favorite people in the world. The progress they’ve been making with the neuro-translator is incredible, and it definitely comes in handy that Lorien is one of the few people Scarlet is comfortable being left with, too.
The idea of preschool is a tough one to get our heads around, given how unsettled little Scarlet can become without much warning, but we know we’re not alone in that.
Kids born around the time of Zola’s destructive onslaught have grown up in a world of chaos and transition like no generation before them. Hell, our baby spent most of her first six months underground in an ERF survival bunker.
I wish Scarlet had it easier in a whole lot of ways, but it’s a damn miracle she’s as well adjusted as she is.
I straighten my collar in the mirror and flick away a loose eyelash. It only takes me another minute or so to get ready after Eva’s nudge, and she’s right behind me as I head into the living room to check everything is okay for us to leave.
The sight that greets me is one I wouldn’t have believed a few years ago, but it’s par for the course by now.
Lorien is on the couch with a notepad, watching closely as my two-and-a-half-year-old daughter plays a tile-matching memory game with our blue and yellow pet macaw.
Calling Laika a “pet” doesn’t really seem right, given how smart and full-on human-like he continues to prove himself.
And the interesting thing about the way he plays with Scarlet isn’t that he sometimes wins — she is only two, after all, and he’s a smart bird. The interesting thing is how expertly he spaces his victories and losses, letting Scarlet win often enough to keep her interested but also making sure she’s challenged enough to keep improving. He does it in every game they play.
Even though Lorien is an animal communication specialist and Eva is an internationally published expert in early childhood development, our house isn’t a test lab.
Sure, Laika gladly lets Lorien hook him up to the neuro-translator a few times a week to participate in all kinds of tests. He loves it. But Scarlet is just a little girl playing fun games with her parrot.
The only one Lorien is taking notes on is Laika.
“Okay, honey,” Eva says, crouching down to the level of Scarlet’s play stool. “Daddy, Joe and I are just heading out for a little while. We’ll be home soon. Lorien is going to be here until we’re back. Does that sound good?”
“And Laika?” Scarlet asks, a look of worry suddenly crossing her little face. “Mommy, is Laika staying?”
“Always!” he interjects with a squawk, suddenly taking his eyes off the tiles for the first time since I walked in. He looks right at Scarlet. “Scar Scar, Laika always stays with you.”
She smiles and turns back to the tiles, pointing at the one she thinks will match the one in her hand.
“You two have fun,” Eva says, coming back to my side.
“Bye bye,” I add.
Scarlet waves without looking back at us. One thing we’ve been working on is making less of a big deal about leaving her, and it seems like she’s moving ahead of us on that one.
Laika really is a member of the family, close with all of us in a way that regular macaws who bond tightly with one specific person usually wouldn’t be.
He’s Joe’s best friend and shares a bond with me that no one who didn’t survive the sabotage attack on the Beacon and our subsequent crash-landing could ever understand, but the bond he has with Scarlet is on another level.
Scarlet understandably thinks of him as more of a sibling rather than a pet. After all, he talks like one of the family and has the full run of the house. It goes beyond that, though, to the extent that Eva has observed some of their behaviors as being in keeping with what’s often observed in infant twins.
He’s helped her communication skills advance more quickly than most children her age, purely by virtue of how advanced his own speech has become. And he’s so gentle and reliable, we have no problem with his habit of sleeping in her room.
But their closeness has raised a few questions — from both Eva and Lorien — about whether we might have to start working on separation techniques before long.
Because although no one who didn’t know Laika would understand this, Scarlet has repeatedly shown that she’s more uneasy about being away from him than from us.
“See you soon, Joe Joe,” Laika calls, always sure to make him feel included.
Joe returns the goodbye, which brings a smile to his face, and joins us in heading for the garage.
He’s coming along to the preschool information morning to see one of his old teachers, Miss Harper, who he remembers very fondly.
Joe is so grown-up in some of the things he says and does that it’s easy to forget he’s only eleven years old himself. And after all the upheaval he’s gone through along with the rest of us, any positive connection and continuity with the old world is something we always want to make the most of.
“Oh, it’s nice and warm in here,” Joe grins as he climbs into the car from the chilly garage.
The next words come from the car’s radio, which is still tuned to a news station from my last trip to the grocery store.
“Of course, for better or worse, our understanding of all of this could be nearing a breakthrough,” the commentator says. “With only one more day left until—”
Eva reaches forward to the console and hits the preset button for a music station, cutting the voice off.
The console pops with its usual notice that my phone has successfully connected to the car’s control system. An icon in the corner tells me another seven messages have arrived since I last reset the count. I ignore them and reach for the button on the console that will open the garage door up ahead of us.
As I reach, an incoming message pops up from a VIP contact. Because these aren’t silenced like the rest, the text appears on the console.
Immediately I see that it’s from Clarence Major, the Earth Resilience Forum’s senior presence on the Vita space station.
I think of it as a space station, anyway. The Vita started out as a colossal evacuation craft and has now been reconfigured as a so-called orbital research city.
Thousands of humanity’s best minds are up there, including more than a few I know well from our days in the bunker.
I supported Major’s decision to stick around at the ERF after all was said and done, because there’s a lot to be said for continuity.
Time really did bring clarity, too. I could have ripped Major’s head off when he first refused to fly my family in from the Colorado bunker to our spot in Virginia. I’ve come to see how difficult the decisions he had to make back then were, and that his explicit mission was to protect the people in Virginia.
It’s water under the bridge.
Thinking about it, though, I can only say that because I made it across the bridge and my family was still alive to see me on the other side. So maybe it was success that brought clarity, rather than time.
Either way, in the here and now, Major’s text message is short: “Okay, I get it. One last request, just in case… and after today it’s too late, anyway. But if you won’t share your presence, can you at least share a few hours of your time for a live-stream? That would go a long way for morale, down there as well as up here.”
“So he’s finally taken no for an answer?” Eva asks.
I nod quickly but tap to dismiss the message without any further reply. The whole point of today is keeping all of this stuff at bay as much as we can, to give Joe some semblance of a normal morning.
Major’s acceptance of the inevitable is good news, but it’s news we can talk about later.
For now, like so much else, I’m going to try to ignore it.
When the garage door rises, I see something up ahead that I can’t ignore quite so easily.
A group of six or seven raccoons are standing in our way, getting what little heat they can from the air vent by the edge of the driveway.
Seeing them out in the broad daylight is no surprise these days. Strange animal behavior is one phenomenon we’ve pretty much gotten used to among the many that fall under the Anomaly’s umbrella.
I inch the car forward. But even as I reach the door, the critters don’t budge.
Sure, it’s a quiet car… but it’s not silent. Their lack of fear is another change, I guess.
They’re all standing upright, with their posture more like what I’d normally expect from meerkats than raccoons. Only instead of staring out in search of predators, they’re staring up into the sky.
It’s almost like they know there’s something up there. Some threat, more dangerous than any four-legged predator or four-wheeled vehicle.
“We’re going to be late,” Eva says.
Again, she’s not wrong.
I honk the horn, which finally makes them scamper away. I close the door quickly to make sure none go in, but I already saw them run the other way.
As we roll forward and past the overhanging car port, I see exactly what the raccoons were so entranced by.
So vivid and so brilliant that it almost defies belief, a dazzling aurora fills the sky.
We’ve all seen them on TV.
We’ve all seen the inexplicable auroras spreading south and growing in intensity by the night — and, like right now, by the day.
The general public feeling about these auroras has gone from wonder to fear over the past few weeks, and I’ve had the same evolving reaction.
But this is different. There’s something altogether more impactful about seeing it with our own eyes, in the morning sky above our own home. The feeling is stronger. It’s visceral.
Eva taps me on the leg, bringing me back around once more as I’ve gotten lost in thought.
I can try and try and try, but pushing the Anomaly out of my mind is a losing battle.
Just like the raccoons, I find it impossible not to look up at the imposing aurora.
Because with every hunch in my gut, I can’t fight the thought that those little guys are right:
There is something dangerous up there…
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In a lot of ways, the last few minutes are a microcosm of the last few months.
There has been a lot of chatter from the Vita. There has been a proliferation of animals acting weirdly. There has been a relentless progression of visible anomalies — plural — in the world around us and the sky above.
I can silence my phone. I can honk at the raccoons. I can lower my eyes and focus on the road.
But with each instance and with each passing minute, it all gets harder and harder to ignore.
Minor changes in the behavior of wild animals came first, observed in various places by various researchers. Before long, massive changes in migration patterns were impossible to miss.
We only really see it with the birds, but it’s been happening in the oceans and on land, too. What’s weirdest of all is that there’s no obvious pattern to the changes. It all seems so… random.
That’s a common theme, really, because there’s no obvious pattern to a lot of things.
The auroras spread across Europe first, and then here. But across most of Africa, they’ve seen bizarre cloud formations instead. It doesn’t make sense.
Everyone has seen the sky change and everyone has seen the animals acting weird, but no one can answer the big question:
Why?
Even with our best instrumentation, scientists haven’t been able to pin-point any meaningful differences in the atmosphere.
There are no worrying readings on air quality. There’s been no increase in seismic or volcanic activity. There’s no clear pattern or swing in temperature, humidity, wind speed, or just about anything else.
Solar activity, electromagnetism… you name it, the experts say it all looks steady.
It’s like there is a whole dimension of something that we can’t observe. Like UV light or whatever else, we can see the effects of it without seeing it.
Worst of all, we don’t know what the hell “it” even is.
For the better part of a year, since the changes started getting too weird and too widespread to dismiss as anything other than a potentially serious problem, I’ve been looking into everything as deeply and as broadly as I possibly can.
I’ve had help from my contacts on the Vita, and some on the more distant Balena that’s orbiting much further out as its crew of thousands work on the far-fetched goal of an eventual mission to Bayzen.
But more than anything my contacts have observed from space, what troubles me is that observational data they don’t have.
Even after all the world has gone through, with all the reasons Zola’s destruction gave us to feel united as one on this fragile planet we call home, old habits die hard. Space-based research has reverted to being a minefield of international and corporate competition.
Don’t get me wrong: I have nothing against competition. But there’s a time and place for cooperation, too. And to my mind, that time is when Earth is facing countless worrying and simultaneous changes that we can’t yet explain, let alone mitigate or reverse.
There are some huge missing pieces to this puzzle, and part of me thinks that’s not by accident. Part of me thinks some people are working to obscure things.
I need to find out what those people know, and I need to find out why they don’t want me to know it.
But most of all, I have to figure out who they are.
Within a few seconds of setting off, I know that Joe isn’t going to comment on the snippet of news or my message from Major. I glance in the rearview mirror and see him nodding slightly to the beat of the music Eva put on, albeit with a fairly downbeat expression on his face.
He’s a smart kid and we keep him looped in on almost everything. He knows about the repeated invitations I’ve had to visit the Vita for the upcoming anniversary and telescope launch. He knows I haven’t entertained the concept of going back to space for a single second.
And on top of that, I’m pretty sure he knows that his mom would have more than a little to say if I even hinted at going back on the promise I made to never leave them again.
When everything went down on the Beacon, I came way too close to never seeing them again.
Way too close.
Now, like Laika said to Scarlet a few minutes ago, I’ll always stay with them.
It’s a short journey to the preschool, and not only because the roads are as borderline deserted as they usually are these days. We would have walked if it wasn’t so cold, which is one of the few things that hasn’t changed around here.
In strictly visual terms, someone who hasn’t been here for a few years would still recognize the place and might not think much was different. As long as they didn’t look up, that is.
The same definitely can’t be said for the rest of the country, let alone the world. So I guess our little chunk of Earth can maybe count itself lucky there.
But a longer glance would show the differences. A closer look would take in all of the boarded-up stores that have never reopened. More attention would highlight the billboards that no one pays to advertise on anymore. The recovery has been slow. In all honesty, it’s basically stalled.
The plus side is that the rebuild here wasn’t as challenging as it was in other places, because not much actual rebuilding was necessary. A lot of cities were totally beyond help after Zola’s demonic detonations, with almost nothing left to salvage.
For the lucky few in those places who were selected for the ERF’s bunker evacuations, there was nothing to move back to. They kept their lives but lost their homes.
Tragically, there have been a lot of suicides among survivors, too.
Some of that is down to plain old survivor’s guilt, which I can’t pretend I haven’t felt myself. It went further for some, though, who felt like they might as well have died. It’s a dark thought, I know. But if you’re the one chosen survivor out of a hundred in your street, everyone close to you is gone. If those are friends and family, sorrow and grief are going to triple the weight of any guilt.
Today, Eva and I have made a conscious decision to try not to talk about the Anomaly. But there’s an even bigger elephant in the room that we never want to talk about:
A whole lot of people just didn’t make it.
Even here, well clear of any disaster epicenters, the roads are so quiet and so many stores have stayed closed for a horribly obvious reason. There’s no nice way to say it… there just aren’t as many people as there used to be. Whether they ran into trouble trying to flee or died in the long weeks without power, a lot of our neighbors died.
While I was on the Beacon and Eva and Joe were in the Colorado bunker, most people weren’t so lucky.
Because when Ignacio Zola ravaged humanity with a cataclysm like nothing we’d ever seen, over a billion innocent people paid the ultimate price.
The losses were so vast, it still keeps me up at night. He hit us like an asteroid.
Every day is hard. But for me, things always get toughest in the lead up to the anniversary of the day I took him out for good. It brings everything flooding back.
For too many nights in a row, I’ve closed my eyes and seen the bodies in the Beacon’s corridors that I had to move around and use to pass the biometric locks. I’ve seen the charred Earth from above. I’ve seen the look in Zola’s eyes when I was finally able to confront him, and I’ve wondered all over again how any man could have so much evil inside him.
Zola is dead, but he took far too many innocent souls with him.
That’s why I don’t like the term VZ Day, which everyone uses for the anniversary date of our Victory over Zola. I understand the sentiment, but what kind of victory is it to lose so much and so many?
Eva often tells me to remember what I saved, not what Zola took. She tells me to take consolation that the desperate efforts of me and my support crew did succeed in stopping the final stage of Zola’s plan. She reminds me that my dangerous missions on the seabed, on the moon, and ultimately on the Beacon itself are the reason why there is still anyone here.
And when Eva tells me that, I hear her.
I’m glad I was in the right place at the right time to stop Zola, and I’m glad I had Driver at my side and a small team of great people supporting us every step of the way.
The trouble is, this year is different. Because this year, Eva’s efforts to soothe my mind are facing an Anomaly-shaped wall of resistance.
This year, a new question has popped up.
Until recently, the consolation for all that’s been lost is that something was saved. But now? Well, now it feels like we might not be so safe after all.
Now, even among the lucky survivors, some groups — including the most innocent of all — are having problems that coincide far too closely with the Anomaly for it to be a coincidence.
When I reach the preschool, it’s nice to see a bunch of cars.
Only the second song we’ve heard comes to an end as I pull into a space.
“The lyrics of that one always make me think,” the host says. “And ahead of tomorrow’s grand VZ Day launch of the Vita’s new observation array, that chorus seems more appropriate than ever: Will we ever see the truth? Will we find out what’s behind all of this weirdness before it’s too late to—”
Eva reaches out like she did earlier, this time turning off the radio altogether.
“Dad… are they going to find out what’s wrong while we can still stop it?” Joe asks. “Are we going to be able to fix Scarlet?”
It’s not his fault, but my chest tightens as soon as Joe says it. Only a child could put it so bluntly, and only such bluntness can get to the real heart of the issue.
Scarlet’s medical problems are what keep me awake at night more than anything else, and it’s the one thing Eva and I are never able to push from our minds.
I see Eva tighten her eyes and exhale slowly through pursed lips. She holds off tears and reopens her eyes to force a brave smile.
I know the same struggle only too well.
“That’s what we’re all hoping for, buddy,” I tell Joe, turning to face him before I open the door. “But whatever happens with tomorrow’s launch… I’m working on it, too.”
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Scarlet’s health is our biggest concern, especially with so many unknowns about what’s causing the problems and what could lie ahead. But Joe’s emotional wellbeing is a concern, too, and a lot of the upset he’s going through stems from his own worries about his little sister.
We make sure to spend focused time with him, like today, to create some good memories and distractions. It’s not easy and it doesn’t always work, but our only way is forward.
The health challenges Scarlet has been dealing with lie at the heart of so many of our problems. And with every passing day, I’m growing surer and surer that The Anomaly is the ultimate root of those problems.
Like the animals and the sky, I think some underlying factor we haven’t discovered yet is affecting young children. And given that we’re about to step into a room full of parents with kids the same age as Scarlet, I know that’s going to be on everyone’s minds.
How couldn’t it be?
It’s probably going to be on their lips, too, and I don’t foresee this informational morning staying on script for long.
Being outside for twenty seconds is long enough for my hands to feel a sting in the air. So much so, I feel grateful for some warmth as soon as we reach the entrance.
I give Joe a gentle pat on the back to lead him through the door first. The sound of chatter I hear before I see inside makes it sound like a good turnout, and it’s nice to hear voices talking like this in a surprisingly relaxed way. There’s something soothing about it, so reminiscent of the old days.
But as soon as I step in and pull the door closed, the chatter stops.
Right away, silence falls. Right away, every eye is on me.
Even though the small local catchment area of the school and the sadly decreased population means I know most of these people, apparently my presence is still a showstopper.
Needless to say, they all know a lot more about me than I do about them.
I look around the room, taking in the artwork and banners on the wall. I haven’t been in here since Joe left to start kindergarten, and there is something even more soothing about the familiarity of the decor.
I’m glad we brought Joe, and it’s great to see his old teacher hurrying over as soon as she spots him.
I don’t know her first name, just that she was “Miss Harper” to Joe. She seemed young back then and hardly looks any older now.
She’s just about the only person not fixated on me. The attention doesn’t bother me, or even Joe, because we’re used to it by now.
I didn’t ask for the fame that came my way after word spread of what I did to stop Zola’s plan, but it is what it is.
I can’t avoid the attention I get whenever I step out in public, which is why I don’t do that very often. It’s mostly very positive, with people still being grateful for the risks I took to win an unlikely victory over Zola.
People still stop me in the street and say things like, “thanks for saving the world!”
I’ve never minded it too much, because I get it. I feel like I did what anyone would have done in my situation. But if someone else had done it, I guess I probably would be thanking them, too.
Given how recognizable I am, Eva and I have spent a lot of time talking about how we can give the kids the most normal lives we can. Moving back to the house where Joe grew up was the cornerstone decision we made, as soon as the clean-up was done and we were able to leave the bunker.
The Anomaly has made a mockery of “normal” life. But that’s not specific to our children. And since the effects became apparent, the kind of looks I get from people have changed, too. It’s like they think I know more than I’m letting on.
A few of the other parents smile politely. Awkwardly, really. After a few seconds, they’re back to chatting. Miss Harper has laid out some coffee and most of them are huddled around the table, leaving the rows of chairs empty.
One guy isn’t, though.
It’s Steve, who I’ve known pretty well for a while.
I know something about him the others don’t. I also know from a recent conversation that he wants to keep it that way.
So when I see Steve calling me over with a wave of his hand, very conspicuously and very publicly, I get the feeling something must be up.
And when I get close enough to see his face, I know for sure…
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Eva knows Steve, too, so she isn’t too confused when I whisper that I’m going over to talk to him in the few minutes we have before the informational talk we’ve come here for gets started.
Well… she’s no more confused than me, at least.
I’ve talked to Steve about the Anomaly before. He has insights that go beyond those accessible to the general public.
His son is two months older than Scarlet and has been facing some of the same challenges, too. Really, we have quite a lot in common.
There’s something else we have in common, which is the thing Steve is understandably reluctant to talk about in front of others. He didn’t do anything wrong, but the context and extent of what happened three years ago has bred a lot of public resentment. Some of that is rational, some isn’t.
Like my family, Steve’s was on the evacuation list for an ERF bunker. Naturally I couldn’t take my spot when things went to hell, because I was stuck in space. But Eva and Joe made it, just like Steve and his family did.
They were chosen. They were saved.
Life underground was no walk in the park, but it certainly beat being left to fend for themselves on the surface. That was what all of the other parents in this room had to go through. From their perspective, I’m sure it doesn’t seem fair.
Steve was on the list because he’s a senior structural engineer. That strikes me as just about as essential as any occupation could be for rebuilding after a massive disaster. But like I said, the resentment isn’t all rational.
Although people tend to be outwardly thankful for what I did during our darkest days, broader feelings about what happened aren’t universally positive. There are layers of resentment aimed at the ERF as a whole over the way a lot of things played out back then.
The size and makeup of the evacuation list is an obvious bone of contention. No one wants to think about a next time, but emotions have run so high that there have been extensive public consultations about how an undesirable repeat scenario should be handled.
Some badly hit areas of the country had to wait much longer than others for any above-ground shelters to pop up, and locals haven’t forgotten. The same kind of imbalances happened with rebuilding projects, not to mention the tough decisions that were made over which cities were condemned as being destroyed beyond repair.
All of those are reasonable grounds for resentment. And anger, very naturally, followed close behind.
But something that’s always overlooked is that there was no guidebook for dealing with any of this. There was no easy way forward. There was no good way forward.
Really, there was no acceptable way forward that everyone would approve. It was a no-win situation for the ERF.
I would never belittle anyone’s anger. And since lives were lost because of arbitrary decisions, I can hardly comprehend the kind of rage they must feel. But I also know how hard it was for people like President Williams and Clarence Major to allocate limited resources where they could do the most good.
Lives were always going to be lost. Our leaders’ tragic calculations involved minimizing the count.
Simply put, prioritizing one location sometimes meant damning another. I don’t envy them for having to live with the weight of those decisions. Not one bit.
But ever since, resentment has festered. And what’s true within our country holds true across the world, too.
A lot of national governments feel that the whole ERF bunker program was unfairly concentrated in western countries.
I’ll be blunt, though: I have a lot less time for that argument.
When the ERF was founded, it came into being as a collaborative effort between allied nations. And although the bunkers ended up protecting a chosen few from a diabolical series of attacks orchestrated by a stateless madman in space, they were primarily built to increase readiness for a nuclear conflict with rival countries.
The conspicuous lack of bunkers in certain parts of the world wasn’t an oversight — it was inherent to their purpose. That was the whole point.
Governments who threatened us with missiles can’t complain when we built shelters to defend against them. They can’t complain we had foresight they didn’t. They can’t complain we had the willingness to spend what they didn’t.
There’s a whole continuum of resentment, really.
Even some people like Steve, who made it into a bunker, have questioned the fairness of the selection process for who made it in the Virginia bunker in particular. That was where the Vita launched from in the first place, carrying the highest-priority 8,000 evacuees into space when total planetary destruction looked inevitable.
Now, with the Vita reconfigured into an orbital research city housing around 3,000 scientists, a vocal chunk of the population still sees it as a decadent and elitist project. In their eyes, it’s a waste of money that could be better spent dealing with continued recovery efforts on Earth.
They would pull the plug on the whole thing. And as the Anomaly looms large, some of those voices are getting louder.
“Have you heard anything new?” Steve asks when I reach him.
I pause for a moment.
This can’t be it.
With how careful he’s always been to avoid attention, he can’t have called me over to ask that. Surely…
“Have you?” I ask.
He holds my eyes. “I asked first. With the launch coming up, I know they wanted you to make an appearance. You must have been talking to Major and the other top guys, and I know you must have been asking the same questions I would if I had the chance. So give me something, Ray. Tell me they know something about what’s going on.”
I sigh slowly, answering without any need for words. It’s been less than a week since I last spoke to Steve on the phone. I wish I did have something meaningful to share, but I don’t.
His shoulders slump.
Some of what I know would be news to the other parents, but Steve and I have discussed everything we’ve picked up in the past few months since the Anomaly really made itself known.
He knows I haven’t been sitting on my ass and hoping for updates. He knows I’ve been seeking out Earth-based experts in various fields. He knows I’ve tried to use my sway to push for a collaborative research team of cross-disciplinary figures on the Vita and the Balena, answerable to one team leader rather than disparate corporate partners like they are at the moment.
For his part, Steve has given me some insights, too. There are engineers on the Vita who he knows from his college days. Via them, he’s passed along one tangible piece of information that has settled something in my mind.
According to Steve’s sources, large engineering projects at sites very close to Earth’s sizable theocite deposits have been going as smoothly as projects anywhere else, with no reported issues caused by the mining operations or the residual effects of Zola’s targeted undersea detonations.
No greater increase or decrease in animal numbers has been detected at those sites, just as no particular pattern of auroras or bizarre cloud formations have been seen.
I get my reliable information on animal behavior from Lorien and from our mutual friend Vicki, who is stationed on the Vita and works remotely with Laika on a lot of advanced tests and experiments.
That’s how I know whales haven’t been acting especially oddly near the Atlantic seaboard where Driver and I carried out our mission in the Nautilus, or near the North Pacific site where ZolaCore first started their reckless extractions.
Proximity to theocite doesn’t seem to be a meaningful factor for any of the increasingly weird phenomena our world is experiencing.
All of this is important because a growing number of people have been speculating — with growing fervor — that theocite mining could somehow be responsible for the Anomaly.
Several of the world’s largest mining corporations merged into a super conglomerate two years ago. The global headquarters of that conglomerate, Minexa, have recently been the scene of violent protests from their most vociferous opponents.
From my perspective, the genie simply isn’t going back into the bottle. Theocite exists in substantial quantities, and we can’t ignore it. Zola spitefully targeted our main deposits when his defeat became inevitable, and that’s a point too many people miss — to leave the theocite unmined would be to leave a bullseye target for any would be terrorist. That’s why I, albeit conflictedly, favor continued terrestrial excavation under ERF oversight.
If the worsening Anomaly — and especially very recent changes to tidal patterns that have been detected in some areas — is making me reconsider my support for any form of theocite mining, it’s the mining of our lunar deposits.
And regardless of that, in general terms I believe the people blaming theocite for any aspects of the Anomaly have mistaken correlation for causation.
That’s understandable to a degree, since the start of theocite mining is a very recent development which does overlap with the various kinds of weirdness we’ve been experiencing lately. But it’s also missing the point that a lot of other things happened around the same time theocite was discovered and first exploited.
Because while the undersea detonations Zola set in motion did cause substantial damage, so did the supposedly “natural” disasters his acolytes engineered. We’ll never know exactly what they did or how they did it, but the level of carnage they left in their wake — which I saw from space — went far beyond the damage I saw up close near the theocite deposits.
My own naïve involvement in theocite research, when I unlocked the incredible mineral’s full potential through ultra-heat treatment and BioZol infusions, makes me especially relieved to know that it’s not responsible for the Anomaly.
It was bad enough that my well-intentioned work motivated Zola to strike when he did. But if our post-disaster drive to exploit theocite for more noble reasons was still causing problems — especially medical problems for innocent children — I don’t think I’d be able to live with myself.
“Could everyone please start taking their seats?” Miss Harper requests. I turn and see that she’s still standing next to Joe, with Eva now beside them.
It’s nice to see Joe smiling, especially so soon after he bluntly asked the all-consuming questions about whether we are going to be able to “fix” Scarlet by finding out how everything that’s happening is connected and what we can do to stop it.
“You should take up their invitation,” Steve says. He’s leaning in to whisper now that other parents are about to start coming over to the rows of chairs. “Everyone up there has been talking about it. They want you there for morale and PR, but it’s bigger than that. We know you’re the only one who can push for Major to open up the data. Even without this new telescope they’re launching on Tuesday, the teams up there have observational data on everything. All the teams are keeping their own work to themselves and you’re the only one who can pressure Major into forcing them to collaborate. That’s the best chance we have, and you know it.”
I glance over and see that Eva and Joe are almost here. Steve isn’t totally wrong, even if I do think he’s overstating some aspects of how segmented the Vita’s distinct research teams are. But if he thinks there’s any chance I’m leaving Eva and Joe to go back into space, even for a single day, he is totally insane.
“This is bigger than you,” he adds, reading my expression. “Ray, if I could do this, I would. You’re the only one who can. You’re the only person who can push Major on the interdisciplinary data sharing — which is what we need to have any chance of getting to the bottom of this — and he’s handed you the chance on a plate. You have an open invitation, and you owe it to me and everyone else to take it.”
Hold up.
I owe it to him?
No no no no no.
I’ve never asked for any of the adulation a lot of people send my way for everything I did in space. But for Steve to say I owe it to everyone to leave my family and go back, as if I didn’t go through more than he could ever imagine in desperation to reach them…
Just no. I can’t stand for that.
“Listen,” I say, almost growling out the word. “You don’t know what the hell you’re—”
“Hey, Steve,” Eva chimes in, arriving just in time to cut me off. She knows him from the few times he’s come over to our house, and her face reveals that she’s sensed a developing confrontational edge to our conversation.
He turns to her and forces a smile.
Miss Harper has taken her position in front of the assembled parents before anything else can be said, which is probably for the best.
I think Steve is too worried about outing himself as a resentment-worthy evacuee to risk mentioning my invitation in front of everyone. Nothing could pressure me into accepting it, anyway, but I really don’t want a scene when Eva and Joe are here.
So if he opens his mouth and says the wrong thing, the problem will be his — not mine.
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“For those of you I haven’t met yet, my name is Sally Harper,” the preschool teacher tells us.
There’s no stage or anything like that, or even a stool.
Sally — it’s good to put a first name to the face — is just standing in front of our three rows of chairs. I’m not a huge guy, but I feel like I must be blocking the views of the moms directly behind me.
Either way, this is all about what Sally is saying rather than what she’s doing. Seeing isn’t so important. In fact, in more ways than one, I really do think a lot of this informational event is going to be about hearing.
As far as I’ve seen from my glances around the room, Joe is the only kid here. That makes sense since Sally requested for parents not to bring the younger children who’ll soon be joining her class.
This is supposed to be a candid discussion, about some challenges that previous years’ intakes — like Joe’s — didn’t face. I figure there are no other older kids like him because the other families either left one parent at home or lined up a babysitter, so it made sense to leave all the kids.
At first, Sally talks about all the things she’s probably said every other year. She touches on the key social and learning outcomes for the children, and what will be expected of us in terms of supplies and other minor contributions.
This normality only lasts a few minutes, though. When she moves on to an overview of the “accommodating measures” she’ll be taking to make sure this year’s intake has the best chance to thrive, it’s a quick and sharp reminder of how far from normal we are.
The mood changes instantly.
I can understand why Sally is getting into everything she is, and we should have known it was coming.
If we had, I don’t think Joe would be with us.
The whole point of bringing him to see Sally and to spend some time in the building was to remind him of normal times and bring a sense of continuity. But with the focus now fully on how different things are for Scarlet’s generation, it feels like that idea is backfiring pretty fast.
One of the big points, unsurprisingly, is about the widespread hearing issues young children have been suffering since the Anomaly’s effects started manifesting themselves.
The issues are almost universal but didn’t become evident until Scarlet and the other children reached 12-18 months. In simple terms, kids her age can’t hear certain frequencies and are hyper-sensitive to others… and the best minds in medical science can’t even begin to tell us why.
There doesn’t seem to be a whole lot of scientific sense behind the problem. There’s no exact start date or precise age range we can point to as to when it kicks in. Kids who are just a year older don’t have the same problem. But almost all younger children are starting to display it around the time they turn a year old.
And worse than that, a lot of slightly older kids are starting to exhibit light sensitivity, too. Scarlet isn’t, but we’re worried that if the pattern holds, she will in a few months.
No one knows how things will play out. All I can say with confidence is that with hearing coming first and sight following close behind, albeit in the bizarre age-based manner we’ve seen, the Anomaly’s effects are only getting worse.
All of this raises all kinds of questions.
If the entire bundle of weirdness we call the Anomaly was caused by an atmospheric change that happened during Zola’s attacks or the theocite detonations, and if that had certain effects on embryonic development, we’d expect to see patterns that the data doesn’t support.
For instance, children born a little while before the disasters still started displaying the hearing issues around their first birthday.
Likewise, kids who are turning one now — i.e. kids born two years after the disasters — do have the same problem.
If some kind of sudden radiation burst we can’t detect was responsible for this, the pattern would be clearer.
There’s no measurable worsening of the hearing problems once they begin, which is at least something to be grateful for.
But although the hearing issues are the most widespread and easily detected, they’re far from the only medical problems being picked up in our youngest generation. “Serious” is a difficult word to quantify, but so far we can count our collective blessings that nothing critical has been detected on any increased scale.
A measurable decrease in infant height is being observed across the world. Someone learning this for the first time would probably expect that to run in tandem with a decrease in weight at birth. If they had been living through the evolution of the Anomaly’s ever-broadening effects, though, they would know better than to expect anything so rational.
Newborns aren’t any smaller than they used to be, on average, just like their hearing isn’t any worse than it used to be. Something is happening in the first year, caused by something we flat-out don’t understand.
Since these things are affecting kids across the world and across the social spectrum, there has been a lot of discussion about them.
Some scientists and media commentators have likened it to Flint, Michigan, where lead poisoning from bad pipes had damaging effects in childhood that became increasingly apparent over time.
Others have mentioned radiation at Chernobyl or the dropping of Agent Orange as bigger one-time variables that led to major birth defects.
Fortunately there aren’t any problems as clinically impactful as in those extreme cases. But for the effects we are seeing, we don’t even know where to point the finger of blame.
While medical scientists and data analysts try to make sense of the causes, of the childhood hearing problems as well as everything else the Anomaly is throwing up, the rest of us are trying to mitigate the effects. That’s what Sally is talking about here: mitigation.
Not all families can afford the kind of removable hearing aid-like device we’ve given Scarlet. It has a negating effect on some of the frequencies she’s overly sensitive to, which in turn lets her hear our voices without any difficulty. Whenever she’s without it, like in the bath, she feels a general discomfort that gets too much after a few minutes. From what she and other kids are able to tell us, and from how we’re able to relate, it seems almost like tinnitus.
Fortunately, Miss Harper informs us that the preschool has a high-end sound machine that can do a very similar job. An affected child in a room with the machine won’t hear things quite as well without a hearing aid as they would if they had one, but it makes things a whole lot better than if there was no machine.
A lot of the parents around us immediately vocalize their thanks at this news.
“We’re hoping to source a second machine, which will provide increased coverage throughout the whole classroom,” Sally goes on. “As I’m sure you all know, they’re extremely expensive. We’re hoping that the increase in attention this issue is getting will bring about some advances in the technology and reductions in the price, but we’ve been hoping that since last year.”
Eva gently nudges my arm.
I know what she’s getting at. Money isn’t something we have to think about anymore.
“Is there anything else the preschool needs that’s financially out of reach?” I ask, speaking up. I didn’t come here with the intention of bringing further attention our way, but Eva was right to give me the nudge. I can’t not step up.
“How long have you got?” Sally replies with a slight chuckle that soon turns into a warm smile. “That’s very generous of you, Mr. Barclay. Resources are thin across the entire system, but I do think a request from you might move us up the list for an extra machine.”
I shake my head. “I don’t want to knock another preschool down the list. I’ll take care of a second machine.” Sensing the people in my row craning their necks to see me as I talk, I turn around to address the others, too. “Guys, if I could get twenty of the new hearing aids, like I got for Scarlet, I would. Those make a big difference but they aren’t approved yet for mass production. With one of those, she doesn’t need the machines. But until the hearing aids are available, at least all of the kids will be able to listen and talk and play without any ear-plugs here at the preschool.”
“But what about at home?” a female voice calls from the back row. “Ray, that’s all well and good to help our kids for a few hours a day on a few days each week. But what about the rest of the time? The rest of us don’t have these fancy hearing aids. The rest of us don’t have friends on the Vita, calling the shots and sharing their secrets.”
I take a deep breath. Before replying, I tell myself that I would be bitter if I were in her shoes. It’s nothing personal.
“I’m offering to do what I can here,” I tell her. “But believe me: I don’t have any secrets from the Vita.”
“None at all?” a male voice chimes in. It’s Steve, and I know only too well what he’s referencing.
“I know one publicly undisclosed thing about the infant sensory problems the world is seeing,” I reply, dodging the issue he’s getting at: my invitation to visit the damn place and his insistence that I owe it to everyone to take it up. “I don’t think it’s massively relevant and I only learned it this month, but I’ll share. Similar issues have been confirmed in other animals. The similarities are greatest in chimpanzees and gorillas, as you might expect. Young animals of other species are displaying far greater light sensitivity than infant humans or apes. The extent varies, but the timing is directly aligned with what we’re seeing in our own children.”
“That’s not what I’m talking about,” Steve goes on.
I take another deep breath, this time fighting a strong urge to tell him he’s on very thin ice. But that’s not the way forward here.
“Look,” I say. “As a scientist and a father I’ve been looking at every study I can get my hands on and I’ve been talking to the people I know on the Vita. Not everyone knows people on the Vita, but I do, and I recognize why that makes people look at me differently.”
That’s the way forward — reminding Steve that he doesn’t want the resentment that would come his way if the others knew he was an evacuee with friends in high places.
Steve doesn’t reply. I knew that would do it.
The only thing I don’t want everyone to know is that I have an outstanding invitation to go back into space, which I could theoretically use to push for openness on all the data points the Vita’s competing research teams have observed. There’s just no way I’m leaving my family behind again, and the wedge that could drive between our family and the others around us is one I’d rather avoid.
But just as I’m about to continue, touching on another element of the animal observations, I feel my phone start to buzz and hear a loud chime from my pocket.
If everyone wasn’t already looking at me, they definitely would be now.
No one is looking at me with as much urgency as Eva, though, because she knows the piercing ringtone that’s playing indicates that the call is from a designated Super-VIP contact.
She also knows the only SVIPs I have are her and Lorien, who we sometimes trust with Scarlet.
Lorien, who is at home with Scarlet and Laika right now, and has never before had the need to call us.
“Hello?” I say, answering the call as soon as I possibly can.
“Ray!” Lorien yells. “You have to get home. It’s Laika.”
I jump to my feet, pulling Joe with me. Eva joins us in rushing towards the door. “What’s Laika?” I ask as we go. “Is he okay?”
Lorien pauses. “No, he’s gone crazy! He’s squawking like I’ve never heard. He says you’re the only one he’ll talk to.”
“Give him the phone,” I say. “Come on, let me talk to him.”
Through Lorien’s panicked gasps, I hear sniffling that makes me think she’s crying. “Ray… I can’t. He’s locked himself in your office, and he’s got Scarlet.”
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As fast as I can drive without putting Joe or anyone else in danger, I rush home like I’ve never rushed anywhere in my life.
Eva takes the phone while I drive and keeps talking to Lorien. I hear Lorien say she’s texting her husband Harvey, since they live closer than the preschool and he could be there before us to help her open the door.
My office doesn’t have a lock, but Laika has somehow barricaded it closed from the inside. Force should get in easily enough, which makes me surprised Lorien hasn’t managed.
All Lorien can tell us is that Laika was fine until he wasn’t. Nothing seemed to trigger it. One minute Scarlet was playing on the living room floor, and the next minute Laika told her to go into the office and physically blocked Lorien from stopping her.
Laika has always been gentle with Scarlet. Their bond is so strong, it sometimes seems like he’s a robot programmed with the primary consideration of making her happy and comfortable above everything else.
My first thought is that for some mixed up reason or another, he must have thought Lorien was some kind of obstacle to that.
That’s what I want to think, anyway. Because if that’s the case, there’s no danger.
I wouldn’t say there’s no problem, because locking our daughter in my office is something that’s going to make us reconsider Laika’s place in our home. The main thing is there would be no danger.
But Laika has never been anything but expressively warm and loving to Lorien, either. He’s never so much as uttered an angry word at her, let alone flapped at her in the aggressive way she’s describing.
Ever since we first met Lorien in the bunker, Laika has gotten along great with her. He’s friendly with her children and Harvey, too, who helped out with bunker security and even kept my family safe outside ZolaCore’s New Zealand HQ during a difficult mission I don’t like to think about too often.
Something made Laika snap at Lorien. If the change was something she did — or something he perceived about her — that’s one thing. But if something has changed within him, that’s where the problem becomes a danger.
As well as being preternaturally intelligent, Laika is a big animal, and a lot stronger than he looks. I saw that first-hand when he aided in my takedown of Zola by flying into the madman’s face and knocking him backwards into trouble.
Scarlet is a two-year-old girl who sees him as a big cuddly lump of fun. Defenseless doesn’t even begin to describe the position she’s in right now.
Joe is totally silent all the way through the drive. He looks terrified when I catch his eye in the rearview mirror.
“It’ll all be okay,” I tell him. With how much I have to focus on getting to Scarlet as fast as I safely can, that’s all I can do for him right now. He’s scared, but she could be in danger.
When we reach the house, the raccoons are back by the garage. They’re way too fixated on the aurora to care that we’re here, and I don’t have time to wait for them to get out of the way or for the garage door to raise.
Another car is already parked by the mailbox — Harvey’s — so I pull up right in front and jump out to run inside.
The front door is unlocked. When I get in, I see a lot of things lying around the living room, apparently knocked over in Laika’s hugely worrying frenzy.
Harvey is by the office door, trying to wedge it open. He must have just gotten here and must have left their oldest kid in charge of the others at home, because I don’t see anyone else.
“It’s not budging easily,” he tells me. “I don’t know what the bird has done in there but the only way in could be smashing this thing down. And what if Scarlet is right on the other side?”
When Harvey stops talking, I don’t hear anything. There’s no flapping from the other side of the door.
Lorien described a frenzy of movement. But this is no frenzy.
And without any doubt, silence is worse.
“Laika!” I yell. “Let me in right now.”
“Ray Ray?” his voice calls back, sounding as placid as ever.
“Yeah, It’s me buddy,” I say, trying to sound as calm as I can. “Lorien said you wanted to talk to me? I’ll come in and Scarlet will come back out to play with Joe and everyone else, okay? We just need you to unblock the door.”
“Make friends go,” Laika replies. “Ray Ray, make friends all go. Only you. No one can see. Only Ray Ray.”
“It’s just me. No one else will come in. Just me.”
“Far away!” he squawks, much more forcefully. “Make friends go away! Only Ray Ray can see. No one else. If friends no go, Laika no open door.”
I turn to the others and tell them to back up. “Further,” I whisper. “He’ll know if you don’t.”
“Only Ray Ray. If Laika see friends, Laika close door,” he insists, sounding very different than any of us have ever heard him.
Eva is least willing to go along with this, but she steps back after I tell her it really is important. Whatever Laika wants me to see — and I have no clue on God’s green Earth what that might be — he only wants me to see it.
When the others are out of sight in the kitchen, I knock on the door and ask Laika again to let me in. A few seconds later, I hear something moving at the bottom of the door, and then more movement near the handle.
“Okay,” he squawks. “Only Ray Ray.”
I grasp the handle and effortlessly push the door open.
As the inside of my office comes into view, I involuntarily pause at the threshold.
I can hardly believe my eyes.
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The place is upside down.
My files are everywhere. Joe’s woodwork project is destroyed. The computer screen is displaying something that definitely wasn’t there when I left.
But more importantly than anything else: Scarlet is okay.
“Laika found a thing,” she says, looking up at me from my chair.
“Ray Ray close door,” Laika adds from just in front of my feet. “No one else can see.”
I close the door and walk right over to Scarlet, picking her up and hugging her tighter than ever.
You always think you know how much you care about someone, but it’s not until a moment of genuine concern rears its head that you really do.
At the door, I see the pieces of variously sized wood Laika used to wedge it tightly closed. He must have taken them from the woodwork bench, and they must have been in pretty damn tight for Harvey not to have even been able to push his way in.
Harvey is a strong guy and like he alluded to, I know he could have smashed the whole door in with his shoulder pretty easily. He probably would have if I wasn’t already on the way here when he arrived, or if he could have been sure that Scarlet wasn’t sitting on the floor right behind it.
But still, this quick-fire barricading job would have been an impressive piece of improvisation for a human — let alone a parrot.
As usual, Laika’s immense problem-solving abilities and resourcefulness have come to the fore. There’s nothing else usual about what he did, though, and nothing remotely acceptable.
“Bad!” I boom at Laika. “Never take Scarlet away. Never block a door. Never!”
I don’t mention any of the mess and destruction his manic episode has caused, because that doesn’t matter nearly as much.
He cowers against the wall.
“Daddy, don’t yell at him,” Scarlet says, pushing her hand against my chest in a surprisingly firm admonishment.
“Never,” I repeat, pointing a finger at Laika to underline it.
“Laika sorry,” he replies, “but Laika had to. Laika had to show Ray Ray first.”
This is an ongoing quirk in his verbal communication — he knows about pronouns, but he usually ignores them. He says “Laika” instead of “I” almost every time, and “Ray Ray” instead of “you” when he’s talking to me.
It’s a preference thing, according to Lorien, probably tied to the way he was originally taught before I rescued him on the Beacon.
His speech has come a long way since then from an already incredible starting point, but he’s definitely set in some of his ways, like calling me “Ray Ray” after an initial misunderstanding and following the pattern for “Joe Joe” and “Scar Scar.”
But now more than ever, what he’s saying is more important than how he’s saying it.
“Show me what?” I ask, my heart still pounding. The adrenaline from my frantic race home is slowly fading, but the fear I felt when I pushed the door open with no idea of what I’d find is going to be leaving a mark for a while.
Laika suddenly stops cowering and hops across my office, then flutters his way up to the desktop. He grasps the specially adapted rubber stylus with his beak and taps on the touchscreen.
As soon as I walked in, I saw that the screen was on the invitation letter I received from Clarence Major. But unlike every other time I’ve looked at the letter in the last few weeks, it was zoomed all the way in to focus on the monochrome ERF logo.
At this unnaturally large size, I can see something is different.
“Laika see pattern in the picture,” he tells me.
And I’ll be damned if the little guy isn’t right. He must have seen the incoming message through the open door after it popped up on my screen, but he’s seen a lot more than I would have.
Almost totally hidden inside the black parts of the logo, I see the grey shapes.
They’re not letters — they’re symbols. Symbols from the code my friend Shaun devised a few years ago and told me he would only ever use if he had to send me a message from the Vita that no one else could see.
Without Shaun’s help in the Virginia bunker, Driver and I could never have done what we did to save the world. He’s one of the smartest guys I’ve ever met and he’s just decided something was important enough to use the code.
I can’t understand why it’s hidden like this, because we never talked about hiding it in an image. He probably thinks my computer is set up to automatically translate the symbols into English whenever it sees them, like his would be.
I guess that’s one more way he’s smarter than me. Almost too smart, as it turned out.
But then it crosses my mind that for him to be taking this much care, there must be something he really couldn’t risk anyone else seeing. He always told me the code was effectively impenetrable without the cipher.
The fact he couldn’t even risk having the coded message more visible on the screen says a lot — and none of what it says is good.
“Look, Ray Ray,” Laika says, tapping on the image to invert the colors and make the symbols more visible. The ones in the central part are least visible due to a lack of contrast, but they’re still there. “Ray Ray see code? Some hard to know. Code say: only Ray Ray can see this. Ray Ray has to go back. Only Ray Ray can stop problem. Laika no see some words. Laika no know some words. Laika no find code in desk.”
“Don’t be sorry, little guy,” I say, rushing to sit down.
I understand now that he emptied all the files from my drawers in search of a cipher. Lorien is in my trusted inner circle, along with Shaun, and she taught Laika the code a long time ago as a novel way of pushing his pattern recognition abilities.
They haven’t revisited it in a long time, as far as I know, so it’s pretty incredible that he’s remembered any of it. The three headline takeaways he’s already delivered say a lot:
Shaun only wants me to see this urgent message. Shaun wants me to go to the Vita. And most impactfully of all… Shaun thinks I can stop the problem.
I lower Scarlet to the floor and quickly drag my mouse cursor to highlight the symbols, which are recognized as a form of text. I paste them into a document and use the menu bar option to translate them into the custom language that’s saved simply as “Shaun.”
And then it happens.
In a split second, everything changes.
In eleven short lines of text, the hidden message turns my world more upside down than Laika turned this office.
It’s even more shocking than his headlines suggested. Laika only told me about the parts he could see and translate. Those were the shorter words from the beginning and end, where the symbols were most legible. Now that the symbols are translated, the full message is right in front of me — loud and clear.
Laika, who can read English to a very good level, sees it too.
“Ohhhhh,” he says.
And believe me… ohhhhh is right.
Because without a wasted word, let alone a wasted line, Shaun has laid it all out:
Ray, don’t show this to anyone else.
Don’t mention it — even to me. Anyone could be listening. Wait for me to bring it up.
I just saw something I wasn’t supposed to see. Everything is connected.
Vita research is causing the Anomaly. It’s causing everything.
I know you won’t like this and I hate telling you… but you have to accept Major’s invitation.
You have to see this. You have to expose it. You have to stop it.
My plan is set but I can’t do it safely by myself. You’re the only one who can help.
Just get here and wait for me to reach out. Bring all of Laika’s test results. I’ll explain later.
Please, Ray. You’ll thank me for this soon. Trust me.
Only you can fix everything before it’s too late, but it has to be now.
It HAS to be you. It HAS to be here. It HAS to be now.
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It takes everything I have not to stumble backwards in disbelief.
That’s how hard-hitting this is. All of it.
Six words hit hardest of all: “Vita research is causing the Anomaly.”
That single sentence changes everything.
It’s not the first time I’ve heard someone suggest it as a theory, since the timing of the Vita’s re-launch and grand opening as a research city did roughly coincide with the first evidently visible signs of the Anomaly.
But so many others things coincided with that, too, and it’s not easy to draw conclusions when the Anomaly is a loose bundle of phenomena that started becoming apparent around the same time, rather than all at once.
The kind of people who have suggested space-based research on the Vita or Balena could be linked to the Anomaly aren’t the kind of people I’m used to taking seriously. I’ve always felt like I know too many people in space to think anything so reckless could be going on. Beyond that, now that the Anomaly has become so prevalent in everyday life, it’s hard to believe anyone would keep on doing something that’s making it worse.
At least, all of that felt true until now.
Because the person who just broke this news to me is one of very few I trust implicitly. Shaun’s position as a high-level analyst involved in the everyday running of the Vita also puts him in a position to see far more than most researchers ever could. It’s well known that certain research teams on the Vita tend to stay in their own lanes, and also that there’s a lot of corporate and international secrecy going on.
It’s against the spirit of what a lot of us thought the Vita was going to be, but it is what it is. Everyone has their eyes on their own paper and some teams have built walls around it to make sure no one else can see.
Shaun is a smart guy — maybe the smartest I know. I’m not surprised he was able to insert his message into an invitation that came straight from Major’s office. I’m just trying to make sense of the way he chose to do it.
I figure Shaun must have weighed up his options carefully. The message he’s sent was not only coded but hidden, too. He really didn’t want to risk the chance of anyone else seeing this.
He’s obviously taken a risk by sending it at all, which means he’s absolutely certain of its importance. He must be truly sure of what he saw, sure of what it means, and sure that I’m the only one who can do anything about it.
If it weren’t for the code, right now I might be thinking that this hidden message was Major’s way of tricking me into attending tomorrow’s telescope launch.
Thanks to the code, I know for sure the message came from Shaun. What I don’t know is why it came quite so furtively.
All of this is bringing my thinking back around in a circle. Because when the message is so consequential, surely it would have made more sense to be a little bit less careful about hiding it? After all, I wouldn’t have even seen this if it wasn’t for Laika noticing it on my screen and spotting the coded symbols hidden within the ERF logo.
It almost feels like Shaun has whispered “fire” in a crowded room instead of yelling it. And although Major re-sent this invitation today, just after I stepped into the car, it first arrived almost a month ago. In all that time, I can’t understand why Shaun hasn’t raised the volume of his alarm.
Unless…
I lean back down to the screen and navigate to my previous messages from Major. He’s been re-sending the invitation every few days along with new and increasingly groveling pleas for my presence.
When I get to the one he sent four days ago, I open the formal invitation document and zoom in on the ERF logo.
There’s nothing there.
“Can you see anything now?” I ask Laika.
He perches on the desk for a closer look. “No code, Ray Ray,” he says. “Is this old?”
“Yeah,” I tell him, as some of the logic finally falls into place.
Shaun only hid his message in the latest invitation.
I know him well enough to know what that means. When he says he “just saw something he wasn’t supposed to,” he really means that he just saw it. And since his message only appears in the newest invitation, that means he’s only known about the dangerous research for a few days at most.
He’s had one chance to try to reach me without blowing his cover, and he’s taken it.
“You did good,” I say, turning back to Laika. “Never take Scarlet away again, and never block a door. I mean it. Okay? Never. But you did good, buddy. I can see why you didn’t want Lorien to see this. We trust her as much as we trust Shaun, though. Just so you know. Lorien, Vicki, Shaun, Driver… those are the people we trust.”
“Laika miss Luna,” he replies, letting out the closest thing to a longing sigh a parrot ever could. “Will Laika see Luna, too? Luna in space with Vicki and Shaun?”
My chest is tight as I inhale slowly. I haven’t said we’re going anywhere, but I think Laika has already read into the fact that I haven’t reiterated that we’re not.
“I’m going to get Eva,” I tell him. “Just her at first. I’ll take Scarlet out to Lorien and Joe.”
“Don’t yell at him,” Scarlet says when I pick her up. This is a repeat of the first thing she said when I came into the room. “Laika is a good boy. He’s my best friend.”
“Good boy, good boy!” Laika squawks. Seemingly in a callback to his early days and initial training on the Beacon, he still loves being called a good boy and revels in echoing it.
I smile at her. “He knows he shouldn’t have brought you in here and blocked the door. Just like you know you should never put anything in front of a door, don’t you?”
“I know,” she says, “but he said he had to.”
“No means no,” I reply. “Never means never.”
Like I told Laika, I get why he did it. No harm was done in the end, either. But it’s not a precedent I can set for how either of them should behave.
I slowly open the door and call for Eva to come and join us in the office.
“Everything is okay,” I stress. That’s true in terms of what she’ll be worrying about — Scarlet’s immediate wellbeing — but once Eva sees Shaun’s message I don’t think she’ll see it as the most accurate summation.
I pull the door most of the way closed behind me and stand there with Scarlet in my arms.
Eva doesn’t come alone, naturally enough, with Joe, Lorien and Harvey right beside her.
Even more naturally, the first thing she does when she reaches the doorway is take hold of Scarlet and hug her tightly.
“Oh, Darling… you’re okay,” she says, exhaling slowly as the tears of panic begin to dry.
“Laika is a good boy,” Scarlet replies, as if she’s wondering why anyone might have thought for a second she wouldn’t be okay in there with him.
Eva flicks her eyes to me, questioningly.
“There was a method to his madness,” I say. “I need to show you something.”
As Eva reaches to push the door open, I step in the way.
“What are you doing?” she asks.
“I want you to see it first, the same way I did,” I explain. I then turn to the others. “Just for a minute. You’ll all see, but Eva has to be first.”
Eva looks as confused as the others. But clearly seeing that I mean what I say, she puts Scarlet down beside Joe. It’s his turn to hug her in relief while Eva and I slink inside the door.
“Woah. Did he lock a tornado in here with them, too?” Eva gasps as she surveys the office. When her eyes fall on Laika, the tone changes. “What were you thinking?” she squeals.
“Don’t yell at him!” Scarlet’s much smaller voice calls from the other side of the door.
Laika hops over to Eva and looks up at her, as if he’s about to pull out his best puppy dog eyes.
“Ray Ray know why Laika close door,” he says. “Now Eva see, too.”
With that, he flies up to the desk once more. Without even waiting for me to do anything, he picks up his adapted stylus and navigates back to the most recent message from Major.
“Code from Shaun Shaun,” he says, tipping his head towards the image. “Ray Ray, where words?”
I take control, tapping into the document I created a few minutes ago with the translated text.
“This was hidden in the last invitation Major sent,” I explain for Eva’s benefit. “It’s not in any of the older ones. Shaun added this today. It’s new.”
Eva scans the Earth-shattering eleven lines. Her hand instinctively rises to her mouth at the end, and I see her eyes dart back up and read the whole thing a second time. She reads more slowly now, as though she thinks she must have imagined some of it during the initial scan.
“So he hid the message so no one would see it unless they looked closely, and he used a code so you’d know it’s really from him? And you do? You know for sure this isn’t Major playing games to get you back up there for the publicity boost he’s looking for?”
“Bingo,” I reply. “The message came in the uncrackable code Shaun created for emergency communication. It’s definitely from him.”
Eva takes a step back, straightening her spine. Without breaking her visual focus on the screen, she starts slowly massaging her upper cheekbones.
This isn’t her stressed-out tell — that would be a palm gently pressed on each side of her neck.
No… this is her deep-in-thought tell.
“I only know Shaun a little compared to how well you know him,” she says. “But I know him enough to know one thing. If there was any other way to stop this, he’d be doing it. He knows what you went through. He knows the promise you made to never leave us again, and he knows why you made it.”
“He does,” I say. I have a feeling I know where she’s going with this, but I won’t believe it until I hear it. “So what are you thinking?”
“That the promise still stands, for the same good reasons you made it in the first place. You can’t leave us again, Ray. You just can’t.”
Okay, I didn’t know where she was going with it. I expected her to—
“So…” Eva says, cutting off my thought.
“So?” I ask.
Moving in slow motion, Eva’s hands then fall from her cheeks to her neck.
“You do have to go back, Ray,” she gulps. “But we’re coming with you.”
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Okay. I definitely didn’t expect her to say that.
“You want to come?” I echo in disbelief. “And you want the kids to come?”
Eva blinks slowly then gives a delayed but decisive nod. “Don’t you?”
I hesitate, almost wondering if I’ve misheard the question.
Of course I don’t want my family in space.
After everything I went through on the Beacon, I don’t want to go back.
“We’re not safe on Earth, Ray,” Eva continues, filling the silence I’ve left. “I know what you’re thinking. And I get it. Inherently, space is less safe than Earth. You know that better than anyone. But right now, especially for Scarlet, Earth isn’t safe, either — and Shaun is telling you that’s because of what’s happening in space. Her ears are already suffering, and we know her eyes might not be too far behind. There’s no telling how bad things will get. What if this is just the start?”
I don’t say anything.
“This changes everything,” she goes on. “If all of the problems here really are being caused by something they’re doing on the Vita, we have to do whatever we can to stop it. Until now, the only thing pulling you to the station was the idea that you could push Major to make all the corporations and agencies share their data. But that was just some faint hope that we could get to the bottom of the Anomaly by putting together all of their different research findings. That’s why we never took the invitation seriously. There was no real upside. We always hoped Shaun could keep trying to collate everything and that he’d fill us in so you could put some pressure on Major when there was something he couldn’t ignore. But now? This really does change everything, Ray.”
I take a sharp intake of breath. Eva is right.
“Shaun has found something he not only can’t ignore, but something he can’t risk telling us in his own secret code,” she says, taking a lower and calmer tone. “That’s how big this is.”
To anyone watching or listening from the outside, it would probably seem like Eva is being surprisingly calm about the whole thing. That’s just her way, though — unflappable. If anything, serious situations and unexpected news only serve to sharpen her analytical mind.
Some people say the same about me, but everything is relative. They clearly haven’t met Eva.
“I just wish he could have told us something about his plan,” I sigh. “I mean, he obviously thinks he’s in trouble if anyone else finds this message, so why not just go the whole way and tell me?”
Eva looks closely at the screen again. “Well, from the look of the logo he hid his message in, he was limited on space. And whatever he had told you about the specific plan he’s set up and the specific ways you can help in a way no one else could, you would have had more questions. He asked you to trust him, and that’s what it comes down to. There are two kinds of trusts to think about here: trusting Shaun’s word, and trusting his competence. Which one is tripping you up?”
“Neither,” I reply without a moment’s hesitation. “I trust these words are coming from Shaun because I trust the unbreakableness of his code, which falls under his competence. I totally trust his motives and his character. The time we spent together made sure of that. It also showed me how competent he is, so I know he hasn’t read too much into anything and I know the plan he’s set up to do something about it will be a good one. There’s another kind of trust underlying this, though: trusting his gut about how safe we would be up there. And he wasn’t even talking about a “we” — so we don’t know if he would be asking me to take this risk if he thought for a second I would be bringing you and the kids.”
“The invitation he hid the message in was for all of us,” Eva counters.
I sigh. “But that doesn’t mean anyone actually expected me to bring you all with me, even if I accepted it. Major and Shaun were both with me in Virginia. They know I had two goals: reuniting with you guys and making sure you were safe. But they know the order of those goals, too. They know I took every step I could to keep you safe, even if that meant being safe without me.”
“Ray, it’s not the same. Shaun is only calling you back up there because of how serious and urgent this is. He knows you don’t want to go back into space. But for him to be able to do what he has to with what he’s just found, he needs you. You’re talking about keeping us safe, and believe me: I know that underpins everything you do for us, every single day.”
Eva pauses to gesture with her hands, pointing to the slew of documents covering the floor.
“I know how hard you’ve been working to pull together as much data on the Anomaly as you can. I know you’ve been trying to find inside info on the medical trials and the animal stuff. But we’ve always known the telling data is going to be in space. They have the best resources, the best researchers, and the best vantage point to take in every aspect of what’s going on. We just never for one moment thought something some of them are doing is actually causing it all.”
She’s definitely right on that.
“And I know you won’t want to think about this because of the irrational guilt it’ll dredge up, Ray, but I won’t be surprised if it’s something to do with the new mining technologies and techniques they’re working on. Who knows what? There has definitely been work on new ground-penetrating laser systems for mapping mineral deposits, and we know some of the controlled explosions at the new lunar base caused radiation spikes detectable by satellites much closer to Earth than they expected. And that’s just what’s been publicly disclosed. With the value of theocite, and the precedent its discovery has set that there could be other undiscovered treasures still hidden in the seabed, there’s no telling what some of the corporate mining interests are working on. Hell, Major might not even know.”
“I don’t think Major is in on it,” I say, choosing to reply to that part not only because it came last, but because it’s important.
Pondering the idea that anything related to theocite mining has caused the Anomaly is like rubbing salt in an already aching and utterly confounding wound. No one would be looking for theocite if it wasn’t for my work in proving its worth, just like Zola wouldn’t have destroyed half the world if I hadn’t brought it to his attention.
I know in my heart and soul that my work was well-intentioned, but there’s no denying that I inadvertently paved the road to hell. I thought humanity was back on track, but if Eva is right about this…
“I don’t think Major is in on it, either,” Eva says, “but we should have Laika listen when you speak to him. He’ll pick up any lies. Lorien said he’s at effectively one-hundred percent accuracy for anyone he’s heard speaking before and not far below that even for strangers.”
“Laika know Major,” the little guy chimes in. “And Ray Ray… Laika trust Shaun Shaun. We go back. We have to.”
I gulp. Because the trouble is… I think he’s right.
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“But why Shaun Shaun want Laika’s tests?” my incisive feathered friend asks.
A shrug is the only answer I can muster to that as I let the rest of what Laika just said sink in.
I can’t shake the wish that we could talk to Shaun right now, from here, however forlorn that wish is. Unfortunately his instruction on that was crystal clear: I can’t mention his warning, even to him, for fear of the trouble he would get in.
“And you think we’d be safe?” I ask Laika, looking down at him.
“Major want Ray Ray because Ray Ray make Vita look good. People love Ray Ray. Luna, too. Ray Ray and Luna safe with Major. Major need Ray Ray and Luna.”
Luna…
I take another deep breath. I’m still struggling to control my heart rate as adrenaline courses through my veins. Laika has always called Driver by the name “Luna”, her real first name. The very mention of her is sharpening my mind.
Driver has already confirmed she’ll attend the big VZ Day telescope launch.
It’s an obligation of her high-profile role on the Balena. She’s working out there as a flight trainer, for the mission to Bayzen they’re still planning to undertake despite mounting challenges.
Chief among those challenges has been the recent realization that it’s going to take several times more theocite to fuel the Balena’s voyage to the distant exoplanet than anyone first thought. As roadblocks go, it’s a big one.
Really, the likelihood of the mission ever taking place is dropping by the day. Driver has stayed optimistic, as is her way. But deep down, I think she’s worried.
Her pre-existing commitment to attend means there’s no reason Shaun would have told her anything, even if she’d known our code. But the most important part of this consideration is that she’ll be there.
I survived the sabotage on the Beacon and the bumpy journey home with only Laika for company, but Driver was by my side for every other risk I had to take and every other fight I had to win. She’s the best ally I could have.
“She’ll already be there,” Eva says, reading my thoughts.
Eva took to Driver very quickly when they first met, and she always looked forward to her visits. Unfortunately Driver hasn’t had the chance to visit since the Balena launched to its high orbit last year. It’s far enough away for the latency to make video calls frustrating, too, so we haven’t spoken as much as any of us would like.
When Driver first got the invite for her dream role on the Balena, we made a deal.
I remember exactly what she said: “You take Earth, I’ll take space.”
Events have long since conspired to leave Earth in a hell of a bad way. Now, the last five minutes have introduced the notion that it’s all because of what some reckless researchers are doing on the Vita.
“Orbital research city” is an apt description for the Vita, because it’s not easy to pin down the kind of work that goes on there. The Balena, on the other hand, is totally focused on research related to that truly gargantuan craft’s singular purpose of reaching a new world.
The Balena was requisitioned as public property shortly after Ignacio Zola’s death, having only become public knowledge when some of his cronies evacuated their New Zealand bunker.
They fled because of the investigative work we did in Virginia. That was a team effort involving Shaun, Driver, Major, and several others. The guilty survivors of the fallout have all been wallowing in prison ever since.
There are a lot of thoughts in my head. But at no stage has it seriously crossed my mind that anyone is causing the Anomaly on purpose. It just doesn’t make any kind of sense to think that we’re dealing with true evil again, like we were with Zola. He’s gone, with no loyal deputies walking free.
No. It’s not that.
At worst, I think we’re dealing with corporate greed.
And the more I think about it, the more I think that’s it.
Bayzen is a fresh new world, untouched and unexploited. The Minexa mining conglomerate has been desperate to partner with the project since day one. The reasons couldn’t be more obvious. In essence, the potential value of what they could find there absolutely dwarfs anything that could be found and mined on more easily reachable asteroids.
The rewards could be literally uncountable.
People like Driver are desperate for the Bayzen Project to succeed for what I’d class as worthy reasons: the quest to expand humanity’s footprint, the drive to see what’s out there, and the urge to secure our future in case a planetary disaster like the one Zola tried to cause does ever occur.
Unfortunately, others are more concerned with what the project can do for their bottom line. The distance involved is so huge — four light years — that any tangible return from Bayzen-based minerals, earned by selling them on Earth, is likely to be decades away. But Minexa’s stock price jumps every time the Bayzen Project gets remotely good news.
The best news they could get would be a discovery of a new theocite field, or a means of quickly exploiting the existing deposits in a way that Earth’s rightly cautious governments and international organizations see as sufficiently safe.
“Follow the money” is a mantra that never led anyone too far off-base, and for that reason I’ve been religiously following stock prices of all kinds of corporations for the past few years. Some medical research firms have done well out of the need for remedies for the issues we’ve seen in infants, while the fortunes of the contracted mining corporations have fluctuated without any clear pattern.
The Anomaly has increased the volume of some voices saying we should be throwing even more resources at the Bayzen project, since the inexplicable problems on Earth are another sign of how fragile our species will be for as long as it has roots on only one planet. That hasn’t made anyone rich, though, so it’s not like corporations are benefitting from the chaos in a way that makes me think they’re behind it.
If Shaun is correct that research is causing the myriad problems we’re experiencing, I think those problems are consequential rather than intentional.
A space-based corporate agenda I’m missing could be behind all of this, but I really think their researchers can “only” be acting with heinous disregard for Earth’s growing problems, rather than the active intent to worsen them.
“Driver, Shaun, Major…” Eva says, placing a hand on my shoulder. “They’re all going to be by your side, Ray. And Major wanted you as the guest of honor. Your presence is good for public perception of the Vita. That’s probably why Shaun is so sure you would be safe up there: you’re the poster boy. It’s a few days, nothing more. And before shutting down any idea of where we might go, you have to keep remembering where we are: sitting under a luminous sky that doesn’t make sense, with a daughter who can hardly hear us and a son who can’t sleep at night for worrying about what might happen next. Things are bad and they’re getting worse. And Ray, it’s not just us. It’s not just Scarlet. It’s everyone, everywhere. The difference is, we can do something.”
No matter how rational she sounds and how well she’s tackling some of my resistance, I can still hardly believe that Eva has taken on the role of trying to sell me on the idea of our whole family going into space.
I think it speaks to something deeper that we haven’t really talked about: the extent of her own fears and discomfort about the Anomaly, which have clearly been building for a long time.
The last part of her point didn’t sound a million miles away from what Steve said at the preschool, when he said I owed it to everyone to accept my invitation. I figure he’s probably told the other parents about that by now, but that doesn’t make any difference.
The only thing that makes a difference is that the calculations have changed.
Like Eva said, we’re no longing talking about me going up there with the goal of pressuring Major into making every research team disclose their observation data regarding the Anomaly, in the hope we could draw some new conclusions and develop some new mitigations.
We’re now talking about stopping what’s actually causing this, with the help of a trusted ally who thinks he’s figured it all out.
Before I can answer Eva’s latest point, which is her best yet, I hear four quick knocks on the door behind me.
“Joe Joe,” Laika says, recognizing the knocking pattern as instantly as I do.
We’ve been in here longer than planned, and I can understand why Joe is getting antsy to see what’s going on.
“You can come in,” I yell in reply, making sure he’ll hear.
I glance at Eva as the door opens. “Well?” I whisper, wondering what we’re going to tell them.
“I’ve said my piece,” she says. “But it’s your invitation…”
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“Our project!” Joe moans as he enters the room.
He already knows Scarlet is safe, having seen her when I opened the door for Eva. With that in mind, I can understand why he’s so upset by the sight of the woodwork project, which we’ve been working on all month and which is now scattered on the floor in several pieces.
“Laika sorry, Joe Joe,” the guilty-looking parrot squawks. He flies down from the desk to start gathering the pieces.
“We can fix it,” I add. “I promise.”
Lorien and her husband Harvey follow Joe in a few seconds later.
I did say they could all come in when I called in reply to Joe’s knock, but I guess they wanted to let him enter first. I see a lot more of Lorien than I do of Harvey, what with how often she works with Laika, but I know they’re both very thoughtful people.
“What happened in here?” Joe asks, directing the question to Laika as they finish gathering the pieces of our fragile project. It was going to be a scale model of the solar system, and it still will be. The repairs on Saturn’s delicate rings will take a while, but it shouldn’t set us back too far.
“Laika no say,” the bird replies. He turns to me, not looking for permission so much as for me to take over. “Ray Ray?”
He really is taking Shaun’s request for secrecy literally. I’m not even sure he would tell Joe if Lorien and Harvey weren’t here, since I’ve already told him that Lorien is firmly within our circle of trust.
Naturally, everyone’s eyes are on me.
Eva is waiting to see which side of the stay-or-go debate I’m ultimately going to fall on, while the others don’t yet have any idea of the startling revelations that have ignited the debate in the first place.
“Shaun wants me to go to the Vita,” I say, addressing everyone at once. “He thinks he knows what’s going on with the Anomaly and he thinks I can help.”
“It would only be for a few days, and we’d be going, too,” Eva quickly adds.
Joe’s eyes widen like dinner plates. “To space? Really?!”
A smile crosses my face.
My decision is far from made, but seeing Joe’s childish delight brings a welcome moment of levity. Childish isn’t a word I’d normally associate with him, who at the age of eleven often seems beyond his years in terms of maturity. But his love of space — okay, his obsession with space — has totally overridden any concerns he might have.
When my eyes flick toward Lorien and Harvey, I see anything but childish glee.
“What did he actually say?” Lorien asks.
I tilt my head towards the computer, encouraging her and Harvey to walk over and read it for themselves. Letting them see the message exactly as it was translated from the code, without any added intonation or emphasis via my voice, is the best way to answer.
The message is short enough for them to finish before Joe comes closer, but I don’t want him to see everything — at least not right now.
“You’re not really thinking about this, are you?” Harvey asks, not wasting a minute. From the look on Lorien’s face, I think he’s taken the words right out of her mouth. “One message from this guy and you’re seriously thinking about it?”
Neither of them have ever met Shaun in person, since he was evacuated to the Virginia bunker while they were in Colorado.
Harvey has never had any direct dealings with him, but I would have thought the countless times Lorien and I have spoken to him recently about animal data would have bought him some more credit than this.
“How do you even know it’s really from him?” Lorien asks.
When I explain how Shaun hid the symbols, as well as the complexity of the code he described as uncrackable, her expression softens.
Softens is probably the wrong word, given that she still looks extremely concerned. It’s more like it loses sharpness rather than losing strength.
It’s quickly apparent that Lorien doesn’t distrust Shaun and had only been uncertain about the origin of the message. If anything, I think how much she does trust him is why she looks so pensive.
She knows as well as I do that Shaun wouldn’t raise an alarm like this unless he was sure about what he was telling me.
“But why would you all go?” Harvey asks. His expression remains decidedly firm, in keeping with the tone of his question. But already, I think it says a lot that his opposition has already shifted to the idea of my whole family going rather than the fact I’m thinking about going at all.
Harvey’s own children are all considerably older than Scarlet. They belong to a luckier generation who have stayed free of any Anomaly-linked medical issues — for now, at least. That means he can’t viscerally understand the biggest factor pulling us towards doing whatever it takes to stop the Anomaly.
Despite that, though, he’s still a father raising a family in an increasingly uncertain world, where the bizarre auroras and frightening cloud patterns are widely seen as harbingers of a challenging future and reminders of how fragile our world really is.
I’m sure Harvey finds it a tantalizing prospect to think of the Anomaly being stopped, or solved, or whatever the right word is. I consider us to be good friends, after all we’ve been through together, but I’m equally sure he’d be content enough with me potentially sacrificing myself for the greater good.
Right now, the crux of his opposition to Eva’s suggestion of a trip to the Vita is that the rest of my family would be unnecessarily risking harm by going along with me.
Eva answers before I can: “We’re not going to be apart again, Harvey. Last time nearly killed us both. Shaun says this is as safe as it is necessary, and that’s good enough for me. Ray is the public poster-boy of the whole ERF, whether he likes it or not. Everyone on the Vita wants his approval — they need his approval — let alone his safety. We’ll be treated like royalty. Shaun said he’ll reach out to tell Ray how we can expose the research that’s causing all of this, and that exposing it will put a stop to it. We’ll come back to a world safer than the one we leave — together.”
Harvey slowly blows air from his lips. “Is that what you think, Eva, or is it what you hope? Because this really isn’t the time to confuse the two.”
As Eva gives another forceful answer centered on the insistence that her thinking is unclouded and rational, I notice that my own silence right now is saying a lot. In saying nothing, I realize that I’m coming all the way around to Eva’s position.
A thought has actually just entered my mind that goes even further to push me that way. There’s no need to share its negativity, since the action that can ensure it doesn’t come to pass is the one Eva is already pushing for. But once it’s in there, I can’t get it out of my own mind.
Because of what happened on the Beacon, I am the ERF’s poster-boy. My presence is valuable to them, and my safety is paramount.
The Vita is under strict ERF control, with no one allowed to visit or work there who hasn’t passed extremely thorough background checks.
I do wish there were similarly stringent checks on the kind of research they conduct once their presence is approved, but resources were so tight after the disasters that the ERF had to lease lab space to corporate research teams and grant some privacy guarantees to ensure the Vita had enough funding to get back off the ground.
In any case, there can be no outright “bad guys” on the Vita like there were on the Beacon. Needless to say, the same can’t necessarily be said for Earth. If someone ever wanted to take me out, I’m not a hard man to find. But if someone ever wanted leverage, like Zola tried to exert when Driver and I were closing in to take him out, it wouldn’t be me they wanted… it would be my family.
My own thinking might be clouded and irrational in some of this, but the evil I’ve dealt with in the past and the feelings of hopelessness I’ve felt leave me totally opposed to going anywhere without my family.
I don’t know if Eva’s words have brought me to this realization or if it was always there under the surface, but my mind feels set on it. Earth really isn’t safe for any of us in the long-term, while the Vita is safe in the short term.
There’s a risk to every action, let alone traveling into space. But as a wise man once said, the long-range risks of inaction could be even greater. In this case, given the Anomaly’s direction of travel, I really think that’s the case.
By teaming up with Shaun on the Vita, we can take a real swing at making sure Earth — and especially its suffering children — will have a long-term future worth looking forward to.
Still looking at the screen, Lorien furrows her brow. I can tell from the focus of her eyes that she’s reading the latest message I received from Major, which is still in the top right of the screen.
“After today it’s too late…” she muses. “Ray, the telescope launch is tomorrow. They’ll be closing down the Vita’s docking bays to get ready for that. If you’re going to—”
Before she even has to finish saying it, I’m tapping the screen to bring up the option to call Major.
She’s right.
It’s now or never.
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I hold a finger to my lips to tell everyone else — especially Laika — to stay quiet.
It’s going to be a voice call, not video, and Major doesn’t have to know we have an audience.
“Laika listen to say true or lie,” the little guy squawks.
“Good,” I reply. “But don’t make any noise, okay?”
He does his best attempt at a nod, which is so slow and exaggerated that it still never fails to bring a smile to my face.
Satisfied by the silence, including from Scarlet who is now watching on with confused interest from a seated position next to Joe, I tap the call button.
Communication with the Vita is easy, but I know Major has to be snowed under with preparations for the big launch.
Getting the new Poly-Field Observation Array online — PFOA for short, and simply “new telescope” to most — is a huge deal for the ERF.
In Major’s media announcements, he’s pointed to the PFOA as a justification for the Vita’s ongoing running costs, stating that its unparalleled sensors and lenses are going to provide insights about Earth’s atmosphere and surroundings that nothing else can.
If it weren’t for Shaun’s message, I’d be holding out a great deal of hope that the PFOA might really reveal something important about the Anomaly and its cause. But now that he’s told us the cause is anything but natural, no amount of atmospheric observation and analysis is going to do anyone any good. What we need now is action.
My expectation of how busy Major must be is why I’m so surprised that he picks up after just a few seconds.
“Ray!” he says, clearly delighted. “Just the man I wanted. Are you going to be able to do the live-stream for us tomorrow?”
I gulp. “I’m actually thinking about making an appearance in person after all. Is there still time?”
“Nigel!” he booms. “How far could we push the dock closure? When could a flight leave Colorado, at the absolute latest?”
I hold my breath.
Seconds later, I hear the smile spread on Major’s lips before his voice returns.
“As if my hair wasn’t gray enough by now, Barclay!” he laughs. “Jesus, I give you six weeks to say yes and you wait until today? What swung it?”
“My son wants to see the Vita,” I say.
“You’re bringing Joe?” Major asks, after a slight but perceptible delay.
“Well, you invited us all,” I countered. “Is that still okay? I was hoping all four of us could come. I mean… it is safe up there, right?”
“Safest place there is,” Major replies without missing a beat. “And I mean it when I say that.”
I turn to Laika. He nods.
“I just didn’t expect you would bring them,” he goes on. “To be honest, I didn’t really expect you to come at all. I hoped you might, but I didn’t expect it. When Driver confirmed she was coming and you still didn’t give me a yes, I pretty much gave up hope.”
“It’ll be good to see her again. You, too,” I say, pausing before a carefully delivered addition: “And maybe most of all, it’ll be good to see Shaun. He always has his pulse on everything.”
Major sighs, making no attempt to hide it. “I’m glad you say that, Ray. He’s not himself lately. He does take on a lot of work, as you know, but for the past few weeks he’s seemed frazzled in a way I’ve never seen him. Then in the last few days, he doesn’t seem himself at all. I asked if he’s okay and he said he’s just absolutely focused on making sure the PFOA launch goes well. We all know how important it is, but he’s wearing the stress more than anyone. It’s almost like there’s something else going on with him personally, but I don’t know what.”
Laika nods — even more confidently than last time. According to him, my flawless little lie detector, Major really doesn’t know why Shaun seems different.
That tells me two things. First, Major doesn’t know that Shaun sent me the message. That one is obvious.
But number two, and even more importantly, Major isn’t worried that Shaun has stumbled upon something. That means Major doesn’t know there’s something for him to stumble upon, which means he isn’t in on it.
Everything is suddenly pointing towards a rogue corporate research crew, quite likely mining related, and that’s going to be much easier to deal with than a Vita-wide conspiracy. This fits well with Shaun’s confidence that we can solve things, and I’m going to leave this call with a much better feel in my gut than when I started it.
“So how long do we have?” I ask.
“Seven hours,” Major says.
I turn to Eva and see a look of raised-eyebrow shock that I’m sure matches my own.
“Did you say seven hours?” I reply. “Seven hours to get ourselves and two kids ready for a trip into space?”
“Seven hours until your final take-off, Ray,” Major clarifies. “We’ll have a plane ready at the Salt Lake City airport and it’ll bring you to our Colorado launch site, right beside the bunker. You’ll board the spaceplane and take off from there. In seven hours — and they tell me that’s already stretching it. We can’t push the PFOA launch, and the dock has to be sealed for final preparations. Can you make it?”
Eva nods firmly beside me and runs off to start getting ready.
“We’ll be there, Major,” I tell him, confirming it once and for all. “We’ll be there.”
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I’ve had some pretty manic rushes in my life, but I can’t remember any quite like this.
Harvey makes a quick phone call to check on his own children, but other than that he and Lorien are totally devoted to helping us get the kids — and ourselves — ready in the tiny amount of time we have.
Both of them had their doubts about this, especially Harvey, but the time for talking has passed. Eva’s points, Major’s Laika-proven honesty and my own certainty seem to have changed Harvey’s mind, anyway, but he’s a real team player.
We definitely don’t have to worry about him or Lorien telling anyone about Shaun’s message. They’re far too smart and far too loyal to cause us any problems in that regard.
Lorien busily gets to work transferring her master folder of “Laika Research” onto my portable hard drive, per Shaun’s request to bring it all with me. I more or less glossed over that part of the message until now.
In the first few minutes I allow my mind focus on it, I really am stumped.
My hands spend this time rifling through the mess Laika made of my office until I find the tiny drive.
I can’t figure out why something in Lorien’s data on Laika could help Shaun with what he’s doing. The more I wonder, the less I understand. All I know is he must have requested it for a reason. He was also explicit in underlining that “everything is connected.” I don’t know how, but I know I believe him.
Lorien has to log-in to a secure online portal to access her files. I’m quietly impressed by the length and complexity of the password she uses.
“Has your internet been okay for the last few days?” she asks.
I turn to the computer. “Yeah, why? Is it not working? It was okay earlier.”
“Oh, no, it’s fine,” Lorien replies. “It’s just that ours went out on Thursday or Friday. We had to get a guy from the telecoms company out to fix it in the end. Physical fault in the cable. It took him an hour or two.”
“Ah. That’ll be why ours was okay,” I say. “If he had to go into your house, it must have been an internal problem on your end. Not a supply-side issue, so it wouldn’t affect us. If something happened to the cables feeding the neighborhood, we’d all be offline.”
“Yeah. We still had the cell network on our phones for those few days, anyway. Could have been worse,” she says, finishing up and handing me the hard drive.
I still can’t get my head around Shaun’s reasons for wanting this data, but I’ll gladly bring it with me. I’d definitely rather have it and not need it than need it and not have it.
That’s a motto I usually like to live by when it comes to packing, especially since the incident with my contact lenses on the Beacon, but the time we have at our disposal isn’t going to allow for much thoroughness.
Factoring in the drive to the airport and the flight time to Colorado, we’re seriously up against the clock. It’s a good thing the ERF has enough sway to get a charter flight scheduled to Colorado Springs at such short notice. Even more so, it’s a damn good thing there’s a crew at the launch site ready to take us to the Vita.
I guess I should be looking on the bright side of the fact that Major is able to push back the lockdown on the Vita’s dock just long enough for us to make it, and it’ll probably feel easier to think like that once we’re there. For now, it’s hard to feel lucky about how stressful the rush is proving.
Maybe that in itself is a blessing, because after an hour of manic preparation, by which time we’re about to head out, I realize that I’ve only been worrying about the rush. Once we’re all packed and on the way to the airport, my mind will have time to think a few hours ahead to when my two-year-old daughter with unnaturally sensitive ears will be blasting off into space.
Launches in the new spaceplanes are supposed to be remarkably smooth. By all accounts they’re hardly any more intense than take-offs in any commercial passenger jets here on Earth, but I’ll believe that once I see it. I’ll believe it once I feel it.
I know that my initial journey up to the Beacon three years ago wasn’t that smooth. And later, when Driver and I departed New Zealand in ZolaCore’s incredible Mantis craft, the ride was so intense that we were sedated until just before we reached our lunar destination.
Joe and I are all packed up and ready before Eva and Scarlet, which is understandable. We split into pairs to maximize efficiency, but I had the advantage of having a partner who is eleven and not two.
Joe has picked out enough clothes for four days. That feels like it should be enough. I have no intention of staying any longer.
If we do, there are laundry facilities on the Vita. But more to the point… if four days of supplies doesn’t end up being enough, something has gone wrong.
The last thing I have time for are negative thoughts, so I cast them aside.
I help Eva gather up the rest of Scarlet’s things. Already, they’re filling a suitcase larger than mine or Joe’s.
“Do you think we should ask how much we can bring with us?” Eva asks. I think she’s reading more into my glance at the suitcase than I intended.
I shake my head. “We’ll be fine. The spaceplanes can carry dozens of people. I’ll text Major to be sure, but don’t worry. Instead of our baggage allowance, I think it’s time we should be thinking about.”
“We’re almost done,” she says. “Is Laika ready, too?”
“Yeah,” I reply. “He’s already in his travel cage and I have his supplies. You know how easy he is.”
“This one is being good, too,” Eva smiles, leaning across the bed she’s sitting on to kiss the top of Scarlet’s head. “I’ve packed her extra hearing aids and all the backup batteries we have. Can you think of anything else besides clothes, snacks and a few little toys to occupy her hands?”
I can’t. Eva has thought of everything, as usual, and we’re almost ready to head out.
Meanwhile, going above and beyond the call of duty, Lorien has agreed to drive us to the airport. Harvey has even helped out by loading my suitcase and Joe’s while we check there’s nothing else we need to bring along.
Within a few minutes, Scarlet’s case is ready, too. I carry it outside while Eva wheels her own, and we really are ready to go.
“You’re making good time, gang,” Lorien grins from the driver’s seat of their large SUV. It’s pretty full and Harvey is going to walk the short distance home.
He promises to keep an eye on our house while we’re gone. When I shake his hand in thanks, he tells me a big part of him wishes he could come along to help out like he did in New Zealand.
Harvey has a background in security and a keen eye for things that aren’t quite right, so I certainly wouldn’t have said no if he’d been able to come. But with his own kids to think about, and with only marginal gains to our feeling of security riding on his presence, I totally understand why he has to stay behind.
As I step into the car, everything feels truly surreal. I really do think it’ll all sink in once we’re on the move and the adrenaline of this rush wears off, and I should probably enjoy the relative lack of worry while I can.
“Traffic isn’t looking too bad,” Lorien tells Joe, who’s sitting next to her up front.
Laika is safely at my feet in his travel cage. The door is open since we can trust him not to fly around and distract Lorien, but he’s happy to sit still and take everything in his stride like only he can.
Eva is next to me, with Scarlet in her car seat on the other side.
When I texted Major about the luggage, I also asked about Scarlet and how the spaceplane take-off will be for her. He said we can bring as much as we want and that the configuration of the seats will be totally up to us, with plenty of room for her car-seat and with fully adjustable children’s seating built-in.
I’m under no illusions that getting ready to leave is the easiest part of any of this, but I’m still glad it’s all gone so smoothly.
“Wait!” Eva suddenly exclaims, just as Lorien is about to drive off.
Lorien’s head shoots round to see what’s wrong, just as mine shoots to the side.
“Ray,” Eva pants breathlessly. “Do you have your extra contacts? The last thing we need is—”
“Oh, I have them,” I interrupt with a chuckle. “That’s not happening again.”
With a long chuckle of her own, Lorien turns the engine on and buckles up.
During everything that went down in the heat of Zola’s attacks, I did a lot of things. Some of them were hard. And although I’m really not one to pat myself on the back, I wouldn’t disagree with people who say some of them were brave.
I’ll readily admit I also made a few foolish moves and mis-steps, like losing my footing during the EVA or buying too readily into the lies Steele fed me over the radio.
Every aspect of my story is public knowledge by now, partly thanks to the interviews I’ve given but mainly due to the dramatized adaptions that have followed. And after everything that happened, there’s one thing I keep hearing about. There’s one thing people can’t believe… one stick they keep playfully beating me with… one question they keep asking:
Why the hell did you go into space with only one pair of contact lenses?
Sure, on the face of it, the question makes sense. I mean, what kind of idiot wouldn’t bring a backup pair, right?
Well… maybe a guy who only had one pair, since they were precision-engineered to never have to be removed? Maybe a guy who had maxed out his co-pays and most of his savings getting a single pair when they became available? Maybe a guy with a childhood brain injury that meant he couldn’t get laser correction surgery, and who knew the adaptive stabilization technology built into the lenses was the only thing that could halt his slow but steady optical decay?
I can hear their response to that, too:
But why didn’t you bring a normal pair as a backup?
That one is even easier to answer. Maybe because I was going into space, not to a beach resort? Maybe because Zola wanted me on his Beacon — for more devious reasons than I knew — so desperately that he waived the usual hard ban on anyone who needed any kind of medical or sensory-aiding equipment? Maybe because every single thing I brought with me had to be signed off, and because lenses besides the ones already in my eyes weren’t allowed?
Yeah… I probably shouldn’t care enough to have all of those answers at the front of my mind. But I’ve been hearing about those damn lenses for three years, so I think it’s forgivable.
When I look forward into the rear-view mirror for a look at Joe, I see that he’s already reading. He’s as low-maintenance as any kid his age could be, for travel and anything else. That little e-reader is the only entertainment he ever needs. He reads almost exclusively sci-fi, to the surprise of absolutely no one who has ever seen his bedroom and especially his model spacecraft collection.
He has not one but two model Vitas. His favorite is the Orbital Research City configuration that consists of over a thousand small bricks, but for the ride he brings along a pocket-sized Launch configuration. He actually picked that one up at a nearby arcade, where he exchanged it for tickets he won playing an alien version of Whack-a-Mole.
I remember being utterly blown away the first time I laid eyes on the Vita in Virginia.
Its size struck me as so unbelievable that I half-expected to find out it was a hollow model created by some contractor who hoped no one would ever look inside. Even amid all the other wonders I saw in that bunker, and above and beyond the wonder that was the massive bunker itself, the sight of a space craft so far beyond what I thought existed is something that sticks with me to this day.
In the truest sense of the word, it was awesome.
Since then I’ve seen ZolaCore’s even more colossal Balena, and I’ve flown to the Moon in the remarkable Mantis. I’ve also touched the seabed in the Nautilus, which is probably the one mission that left more mental scars than any other.
But to this day, I’ve never set foot inside the Vita.
It was parked in Colorado for over a year while the insides were reworked to the optimal spec for a research city, and the original design allowed for the expandable configuration to “open up” once it reached low orbit. There are just under 3,000 people on the Vita now, which is a major decrease on the 8,000 who initially evacuated Earth in the first launch.
The pictures and videos I’ve seen leave me in no doubt that it’s a far cry from the claustrophobic Beacon, where I first achieved so much and then endured so much more.
Today, we’re leaving our quiet little street for the Vita’s remarkable environs to achieve one specific thing.
The sight of the remarkably vibrant aurora in the sky brings it all into sharper focus than ever. It’s perhaps the most visible effect of the Anomaly, while little Scarlet’s hearing aid is the visible manifestation of the most troubling.
According to Shaun, all of these problems exist because of what’s happening on the Vita.
And that’s why today, with my family by my side, I’m on the way to put things right — whatever it takes.
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So far so good.
Now there are four words I hope I’ll be able to keep on saying.
We’ve been treated like VIPs from the moment Lorien kindly dropped us off at the airport, with an ERF pilot and a hastily chartered plane ready and waiting.
The flight has been smooth, too. We’re coming down over Colorado Springs. Very soon, we’ll land at the ERF site near the bunker.
I haven’t been back here since we were able to leave the bunker for the last time. I was always grateful that we had the shelter and resources others had to scramble for on the surface. Still, it’s just not good for a person to be underground for long.
The huge bunkers spread around the country are no longer any kind of secret, of course. Most of them have now fallen into disuse. Skeleton crews live inside on rotational shifts, making sure everything stays ready in case the bunkers are ever needed again.
The Colorado bunker, though, is anything but empty.
This is now the ERF’s primary site, picking up from the Virginia bunker that Zola destroyed in a nuclear bombardment from space. Fortunately that bunker had been abandoned by then, with the Vita’s maiden voyage having evacuated everyone except me and Driver into orbit.
The ERF’s scientific research is broadly split between three primary locations. The Vita houses all kinds of research, with a focus on projects that have for varying reasons been deemed more suited to space than Earth. Everything on the more distant Balena, meanwhile, is geared towards the ambitious plan to one day pilot that gargantuan craft to the distant world of Bayzen.
The Colorado bunker is now home to a broad range of leading scientists across all kinds of disciplines. There’s no specific focus on anything space-related. From what I understand, there’s a lot of theoretical physics work. The bunker has almost become a kind of research city in its own right, attracting the best of the best.
I don’t think there have been any major new construction projects yet. There has always been talk of plans for a particle accelerator to outdo CERN’s Large Hadron Collider, but nothing concrete. That’s probably on hold now that the Anomaly is manifesting itself in so many disruptive and concerning ways.
I know that a lot of meteorological and geological analysis goes on here, too.
In the last conversation I had with Elana Hart, the steady hand who was in charge of the bunker when I arrived and is still in her role three years later, she told me the analysts on the dedicated Earth Sciences levels were totally stumped.
The sudden crop failures and tidal changes in some isolated regions just don’t make sense, she told me. Like their peers in so many other fields, these researchers have been able to observe the Anomaly’s effects but remain at a loss to explain them. Its causes are a mystery. Apparently some of the effects don’t even make sense to be happening at the same time, regardless of the hows and whys.
The fact that those particular issues haven’t yet spread to other regions is obviously a huge relief. But again, it’s another element that the researchers just don’t understand.
The most curious thing about the pattern of effects the Anomaly has brought is that there is no real pattern.
And even now that I’m armed with the uncomfortable knowledge that Shaun thinks Vita-based research is responsible, I’m no closer to understanding how or why. Even now that I have such a strong reason to think the cause isn’t natural, I still don’t know what kind of human actions could be creating these kinds of effects. Every step is a small one. Every hint of an answer asks a new question.
Scarlet has spent most of the flight asleep, but the change of pressure during our descent is enough to wake her.
It seems obvious that the ear-sensitivity is making this even harder for her than flights always are for young children, because she really doesn’t like it. She’s a real trooper, though, and Joe and Laika are both doing a good job of keeping her spirits up.
She’s at the age where she’s beginning to exert her own personality. Lately, part of that is that she likes to try to play down when things are uncomfortable. A few days ago she dropped a small wooden building block on her foot. Even through tears, she was trying to tell me it wasn’t sore.
Today, even as she started covering her ears during our descent and instinctively grimacing, she tried to insist that she was fine until it got too much to ignore. That’s our Scarlet.
She’s also passing through a phase of telling small and pointless lies to me and Eva. It’s no concern, since a lot of children display that at a slightly older age. What’s interesting is that she never tells anything but the truth to her brother and her parrot.
Part of me wonders if that’s because she’s already picked up on the fact that Laika can see through everything. He can spot lies even when they come from the mouth of experienced liars like politicians on TV. When they come from a usually honest person he knows, it’s not even a challenge.
Laika is extremely observant of body language and non-verbal cues in general, and the protective closeness he’s always felt towards Scarlet means he’s even more attuned to her than he is to anyone else.
He’s a perfect companion for her in countless ways, like a teddy bear she doesn’t want to be without and a best friend all rolled into one.
One positive on the point of the pressure differentials is that the spaceplane that will take us to the Vita is far more shielded than a passenger jet like this. It sounds crazy to say that will be a gentler flight. Hell, I probably wouldn’t believe it if I wasn’t so familiar with the technology. But I am, and it really will be. I still just need a little convincing that the initial launch will be as smooth as they say.
It goes without saying that we’ll face far greater forces as we break through the atmosphere and make our way to the Vita’s dock than we’re facing now. But just like when Driver and I took off from New Zealand in the remarkable Mantis craft, we’ll hardly feel a thing.
Passenger jets could be shielded using some of the same technologies on a smaller and more basic scale, but it’s probably not worth the cost of retrofitting so many planes.
In any case, there’s a broad school of thought that the technology within the spaceplanes could revolutionize Earth-based air travel in a much bigger way. The idea is essentially that the planes could climb to a suborbital altitude of around 100 kilometers, at which point the longest duration for a flight from any given ground location to any other could be as low as four or five hours.
If it weren’t for the Anomaly, a lot of scientific resources would probably already be looking at ways to take advantage of the technologies Ignacio Zola’s research teams left behind. The Balena was the ultimate fruit of their labor and jewel in their crown, but things like the Mantis also represent major leaps forward on what national space agencies had developed.
That’s always been one of the things about Zola that really sticks in my throat. He was as evil as a man could be, but no one can say he wasn’t a genius. His money stepped in to fund space-related research where decades of budget decreases for national agencies had left such an enormous void.
You almost have to begrudgingly respect that he was able to keep his team’s huge programs secret at their New Zealand compound.
That compound is still operational, albeit now under the ERF banner. It primarily functions as a solid-ground base for the Bayzen Project, liaising with the Balena on all aspects of its grandly ambitious mission.
When the Balena first left New Zealand, only ZolaCore’s highest level staff were evacuated. The rank and file were left behind in the bunker we eventually found, with absolutely no idea of the heinous plan their corporation’s leader was trying to enact. They had been used and left behind, having worked tirelessly in their individual roles without ever knowing how everything would fit together.
Some of the personnel left behind are still there, now working for the ERF rather than ZolaCore. A few of them really helped us out and proved their worth as well as their loyalty during our last-ditch mission to stop Zola. Their familiarity with the compound and some of the technologies designed there meant it was a good idea to keep them around, in the eyes of the ERF leadership, and I agreed wholeheartedly.
There was no need to throw the baby out with the bathwater, in the same way it wouldn’t have made sense to mothball all of the ERF’s bunkers when they’ve been so expensively fitted out with research equipment and living quarters.
As we near the ground, I can see increasing detail on and around the new domed structure that’s been constructed near the Colorado bunker.
This satellite site is home to the fleet of spaceplanes that shuttle people to and from the Vita. It was already under construction when we left the bunker for the last time. That surprised me back then. But the fact that a dome of this scale was built so quickly is a testament to the ERF’s knack for getting things done.
There’s no organizational bloat in the ERF. I think its nature as a global agency of last resort means that a decadent culture of workshop buck-passing was never allowed to develop. The same can’t be said for national agencies in any of its many member countries, from our own to the European or even East Asian states.
The Earth Resilience Forum was created, out of public view, to ensure humanity would survive in the face of any foreseeable threats. No one could have seen anything like Zola coming, and it really is testament to the ERF’s readiness that the bunker evacuations happened so quickly after the threat he posed became apparent.
Without that, my own actions would have been in vain. Sure, I would have still made it to Earth. But where would I have gone? Who would I have told about Zola’s evil plan? Whose technology could have helped me stop him from destroying the world?
We’re very close to the ground now. Even as he comforts Scarlet with some distracting pictures on the e-reader he’s holding in one hand, Joe squeezes my hand with his other. That’s him to a tee. He’s scared, but he’s still thinking of Scarlet.
Joe hasn’t done a lot of flying in his life. He also hasn’t enjoyed the few flights he has been on.
With that in mind, he’s done a lot better today than I expected. I think he’ll have an even better time on our next flight, too. The very idea of flying into space will delight the sci-fi lover in him, and the promise of a wondrous destination will make it all the sweeter.
At the end of that final leg of our journey, we’ll be stepping on to Vita.
Meanwhile, in a few seconds, we’ll be stepping back onto solid ground. A car is already waiting to take us into the dome.
The plane lands very smoothly. We’re on the same runway where Driver touched us down after a mission that looked almost unwinnable until the final blow was struck.
Back then we had just taken on a madman on his home turf. We had just won a decisive victory for all of humanity. Now Driver is going to be with me on the Vita, and the task we face could be just as consequential.
My mind is all over the place when it comes time to step out of the plane, as it has been since we left home. I feel like I’m overthinking some things and under-thinking others, possibly as a way of keeping myself from stressing out as much as I could be. As much as I should be, maybe.
When the plane’s door opens, the aurora somehow seems a lot more spectacular than it did from the air. I have to pull my eyes away.
Maybe it wouldn’t be quite so vibrant if it was nighttime. After all, that used to be the only time auroras were visible. And even then, never here.
There’s a much eerier tinge to the sky than there was at home, where it was already eye-catching enough. I wouldn’t say I’ve gotten used to “our” aurora, because I never could. But the novelty of this sight hanging over the mountains is something else.
Even after weeks of their intensity increasing, I still feel like I lack the right words to describe the auroras. I guess I can’t be too hard on myself about that, since the entire global scientific community still lacks any way of explaining them.
I manage to lower my eyes after a few seconds. I feel a smile rise as I catch sight of a familiar face standing at the bottom of the stairway.
It’s Elana Hart, Senior Coordinator of the bunker.
She’s come out to see me in the rapid turnaround between this flight and our next. Talk about a welcome surprise!
Hart warmly greets Eva and the kids, who she recalls fondly from our time here. After a few moments of small talk, she not-so-subtly pulls me to one side under the guise of offering to help me unload our luggage.
“Something’s wrong,” Hart says. But it’s not an announcement. It’s more an observation. Almost a question.
I don’t say anything. I try to make sure my expression doesn’t say too much, either.
“You said no a hundred times, Ray,” she goes on. “You said no to Major’s invitation, time and time again. What’s changed? Have you heard something?”
I gulp.
Elana Hart is one of few people I trust completely, but Shaun’s instructions were clear: don’t mention his message to anyone.
“Why are you suddenly taking your family off-Earth?” Hart presses, her tone sharper than before. I don’t want to read too much into this, but now it almost seems like she’s worried that I have specific intelligence something bad is coming.
“I want to see what’s really happening up there,” I tell her. It’s not a lie, and it’s as much of the truth as I’m comfortable sharing.
But as Hart firmly shakes her head, I can tell it’s not enough.
“Major can issue as many invites as he wants, Ray,” she says, “but this is my facility. None of these planes leave without my say-so. I don’t want to have to play hardball with you, of all people. But let me make this as clear as I can: you’re going to tell me why you’ve changed your mind to go to the Vita, or you’re not going. Simple as that.”
I feel my chest tighten.
So much for so far so good…
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“I want to find out what’s happening up there,” I repeat, feeling the heat of Hart’s stare.
It’s not a lie. But she’s way too smart to buy that it’s the full truth.
“With your family?” she asks. “Laika I could understand. But how exactly are your wife and children going to help get to the bottom of anything?”
I hesitate, thinking of the best thing to say. I trust Hart — of course I do — but Shaun really couldn’t have been clearer. He went to enormous lengths to conceal his message and make sure only I would see it. Hell, he almost went too far.
If it wasn’t for Laika seeing the final invitation pop up on my office computer through the open door, and if it wasn’t for his remarkably perceptive eye for detail, I wouldn’t even know there was a message. I wouldn’t have looked closely enough at the ERF logo to notice the hidden symbols.
A big part of me thinks Shaun was concerned about two risks that don’t apply here.
One is the inherent risk of trying to communicate privately over the Vita’s communications network. Because however encrypted we might think the data is, it’s passing through a system infrastructure that we can’t control. I’m almost certain that’s why he couldn’t be more explicit and why he told me not to reach out with any questions.
Secondly, I think Shaun is worried about talking openly in certain areas of the Vita itself. I don’t know why else he would have stated that I shouldn’t mention it to him even when I arrive, and should instead wait for him to bring it up. He might know that certain zones are under security surveillance, as well as which areas are safe.
All of that begs the question of who exactly he is worried about snooping on us. I don’t want to jump to worst-case conclusions, especially relating to Major, but I’m starting to realize that it seems like Shaun is worried about more than one rogue research team. It seems like he thinks there’s some higher-level collusion at play.
Talking in the open air to Elana Hart doesn’t meet any of the danger criteria I’m pondering, but I still feel like I’d be doing a disservice to Shaun by saying too much.
“I’m not bringing them to help me find anything,” I eventually say. “The stress of being apart, after what happened the first time I went into space, would just be too much for both of us.”
Hart considers my expression closely. “So what is it you think you’re going to find? Do you think Major is hiding some knowledge about the Anomaly? Do you think they’ve seen something from up there that our people can’t see down here, and they’re keeping it to themselves?”
I shake my head.
And again, it’s not a lie. I have to keep my mind open on that, and there’s no such thing as being too careful around Clarence Major, but I don’t think he’s in on anything.
“You’re going to have to tell me something, Ray,” she says, firmly holding my gaze. “You all left here for New Zealand because you had to go and Eva didn’t want your family to be separated again. I understood that. And I understand the second half of it in this situation, too. I can’t imagine what it was like for either of you three years ago, so I understand that desire to stay together. The part I’m struggling with is the part about you having to go. You wouldn’t do this on a hunch that you might find something. I think you have a reason to think you will. At least… that’s what I want to think.”
As she says this, Hart leads me around to the other side of the plane. This is partly to continue the illusion for the others that she just wants to help me with our luggage, but the change in her expression makes me think it’s also because she’s about to change tack to say something she really doesn’t want anyone to overhear.
She leans in to whisper, confirming my suspicion: “But there’s another part of me that thinks something else. There’s another part of me that thinks this is less like when the Mantis left New Zealand and more like when the Vita left Virginia.”
I gulp. I know where she’s going.
“Ray… when I see you rushing to get your family up there on the last possible flight, I can’t help but worry that maybe you’re not really rushing to get them to the Vita. I start worrying that maybe you’re rushing to get them off Earth.”
“It’s not like that,” I insist. “Believe me, it’s nothing like that. If you’re asking if I’m scared about what could happen on Earth — about what’s already happening — then you’d better believe the answer is yes. Even without the latest news about crop failures and tidal changes… even without the auroras and the clouds and the other changes we can all see when we look into the sky… I see the Anomaly’s effects closer to home. My daughter feels them every minute of every day. We were at a preschool information morning right before I accepted Major’s final invitation. All the kids are facing the same challenges and they’re not getting better. None of this is getting better. Without finding out what’s actually causing this and how we can stop it, nothing is going to get better, either.”
This time, it’s Hart who stays ponderously silent.
“I know your teams are working around the clock to observe and analyze everything they can,” I go on. “I’ve been doing a lot of work at home, too, pulling together as many sources as I can. But we both know that the high ground of the Vita gives the researchers up there all kinds of advantages. And the big difference between the researchers on the Vita and the teams in your bunker is that yours are all pulling in the same direction. Your teams all answer to you. They’re singing from the same hymn sheet. Everyone is working on different pieces of the same puzzle, and when someone sees something they say something.”
At this, she gives a slight nod, encouraging me to continue.
I do. “But that’s just not how things are on the Vita. There are national research teams and corporate research teams. They all have different focuses, like your teams, but they don’t have a culture of cooperative problem-solving. Privacy is built in to the leases they signed, before the Anomaly made itself known. If the data was open and we could see all of the pieces together, the picture might make sense. And if I’m there, I can push for that. I can push Major to force the teams to share data with a new oversight committee, even if they don’t want to share it with each other for commercial reasons. Whether or not I deserve it, I have a lot of sway. If I call this out in public, on the Vita, something will change.”
Hart scratches her chin in thought. “And you think this invitation for the PFOA telescope launch is the last chance you’ll get? Or do you think the Anomaly’s effects are accelerating so fast that you have to act now?”
“The latter,” I say. “Although, yeah… the invitation is a consideration. Major would love to have me show up on the Vita any time, but I think a lot of people would really wonder what I was doing. They’d think something was wrong — like you do, except even more so if there wasn’t even an event-specific invitation to justify it.”
I watch as Hart takes her hand away from her face. She briefly looks down at it, before gazing into my eyes once more. “And if you do push them into a data-sharing system, will you make sure the oversight committee includes representatives from other research facilities? The Balena, New Zealand, here?”
“Sure,” I say. It strikes me as a reasonable and uncontroversial request.
“I’ve pushed for that before,” Hart continues, “for the same reasons you’re talking about, but my word doesn’t carry the same weight. Some people think I have interests of my own, as if there’s money or power in anything we’re doing here. Our research books are open and all we want is for theirs to be, too. I’d trust Shaun to collate and oversee everything on the Vita, in that focused and objective way he does, and Sasha is definitely up to the same job on the Balena. I don’t have an individual here as brilliant as either of them, but we have some of the best minds on Earth. And the point is, people can’t ignore your voice on this as easily as they can ignore me. I think you do deserve the sway you have — you sure as hell earned it, with all you did to stop Zola — but with that power comes responsibility. You have to push for the broadest possible data-sharing order. Don’t you think?”
“Absolutely,” I nod, primarily relieved she didn’t linger on her mention of Shaun. “We all share the same planet and we all share the same problems. National and corporate interests can’t get in the way of that, so I’m going to do everything I possibly can to make sure we’re all sharing the same data, too. All of it.”
Hart holds her hand out, offering a shake to seal the deal.
“The spaceplane is ready for you,” she then adds, gesturing to a now-open hatch on the imposing dome. “Let’s not keep Major waiting.”
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I breathe a huge sigh of relief as we step into the car, which Elana Hart is driving, for our very short drive to the dome.
Seeing Hart standing on the runway was a nice surprise at first, and I certainly didn’t expect the moment to turn into a challenge.
I see a good reminder in that, to take nothing for granted. In that regard it was probably for the best that she made me think on my feet. I have to be ready for anything. I have to get used to keeping certain cards close to my chest, even when I’m talking to people I like and trust.
Her arguments and concerns were all fair enough, too. I’m actually glad she raised one particular point. Ensuring data from the Vita’s various teams is shared with trusted ERF personnel on Earth, as well as between those space-based teams, is very worthwhile.
She doesn’t know there’s any reason to think enhanced analysis could reveal a man-made cause to all the problems we’re seeing. Why would she even think up such a thing? I sure didn’t.
In all honesty, I do feel a little uneasy that I had to keep it from her. But in the grand scheme of what I’m undertaking here, a white lie — by omission — isn’t something I can afford to get hung up on. This is much bigger than Hart. It’s much bigger than me.
Right now, my hope is that Shaun has discovered some kind of research that’s incidentally causing the Anomaly’s effects, and that the team responsible are hiding it because of the potential profits it could eventually bring them.
It sounds insane that anyone would keep doing something that’s inflicting such obvious and widespread damage on Earth’s ecosystem, but it would hardly be the first time corporate interests have acted like that.
These days, when the people who could be responsible are already living off-Earth on the Vita, the reckless researchers aren’t even destroying their own home in the way irresponsible corporations were in the past. And especially with the habitable and unexploited world of Bayzen almost within reach, it does make a twisted kind of sense. If the money-chasing corporations are on the edge of a major breakthrough, and if they think reaching Bayzen is going to deliver returns that make the gold rushes of olden times look like nothing to write home about, why would they stop?
Sure, I would stop if I knew my work was ruining lives and hurting children. But I would have stopped a long time ago. In fact, if I saw those risks ahead, I wouldn’t even have started.
But for people with a profit-at-all-costs kind of mindset? Well, inflicting misery on Earth and its innocent population is nothing more than collateral damage.
With every second I spend thinking about this, it sounds increasingly like the kind of sociopathic mindset we were up against with Zola.
The biggest difference is that he was motivated by truly warped ideals. His motives were far more complicated than the desire for self-enrichment. If a bunch of fools on the Vita really are behind the Anomaly-causing research, it should be a lot easier to stop them than it was to stop Zola.
For one thing, they don’t have total control of the entire station, like he did on the Beacon. For another, there’s no way they can be as committed to achieving their demented goals as he was.
History is littered with examples of people doing all kinds of devious and dastardly things for money.
People will lie for it. People will steal for it. Worst of all, people will kill for it.
But unlike love and sometimes religion, people won’t die for it.
Shaun’s message came across like he’s frightened about who might be involved and how high this might go, but he wasn’t explicit. Until he is, my mind is left to wonder.
I don’t want to read too much between the lines. I don’t want to jump into worst-case scenarios. It won’t help.
Thinking all of this through during the short drive, which Joe has spent looking out excitedly at the dome and Eva has spent holding the increasingly relaxed Scarlet, has actually relaxed my mind a little bit.
Unlike when I left New Zealand in the Mantis, or when I left dry land in the Nautilus, I’m not about to journey into hostile territory. The Vita is the ERF’s territory, and I’m their golden boy. That’s why Shaun is so sure I’ll be safely looked after up there, even if we do ruffle some feathers by lifting the lid on what’s been going on.
The car slows as we reach the dome, but it doesn’t stop.
Instead, it continues all the way inside.
I look to see what lies ahead.
And I can’t pretend that what’s waiting for us isn’t a little disconcerting…
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As soon as we pass through the dome’s hatch, we’re suddenly surrounded by almost total darkness.
Only the beams of the headlights and a distant overhead spotlight offer any glimpse of our surroundings. Under that spotlight, I see the spaceplane that will soon be carrying us to the Vita.
Hart herself is driving us towards it.
“We cleared this place out for you,” she explains.
“Dark,” Laika squawks. “Too dark.”
The little guy has been very quiet and calm during the journey so far, even by his own standards. I think it’s because he appreciates the gravity of what we’re doing. He understands it all, far more so than anyone who doesn’t know him would believe was possible for a macaw.
Other people have always observed that he tends to follow the lead of my body language when we’re in tense situations, going back to our early days together with Driver. He certainly is perceptive and particularly well-attuned to the people he knows best, but there’s more to it than that.
Laika doesn’t just know I’m feeling the weight of our mission — he’s feeling it, too. He knows Shaun and he understands not only what the message said but also what was written between the lines.
He knows we’re taking a risk here, but he also knows how uncomfortable things have been getting on Earth.
Like other animals and most humans, Laika has been fixated on the auroras. He falls firmly on the human end of the spectrum in terms of his deeper feelings about them, though. He’s not just interested, like the raccoons in our driveway, and he’s not just frightened when he looks up — like brain-wave readings of apes suggest they are.
Like me and almost every other person on Earth, Laika is consciously curious about why the auroras are happening. Allied to the other changes, and especially the hearing issues children in Scarlet’s generation have developed en masse, it’s all left him as desperate to get to the bottom of things as I am.
In a sign that he really does think like us, the Anomaly has been pretty much all Laika has spoken to me or Eva about since it became so impossible to ignore, even while he’s tried to keep things much lighter in his dealings with the children.
“Did you move all of the other planes?” Joe asks, looking forward at Hart.
“No, just our research personnel,” she replies. “We didn’t want anyone bothering you, and we didn’t want anyone to know you’re here except for the people who have to. That’s just your two pilots and the pre-flight security officer.”
“Why does it have to be a secret that we’re going?” Joe asks, turning to me for an answer to his confused question.
“It doesn’t really,” I tell him. “It’s more that it would have been a big distraction for people in the bunker. Same on the Vita. Senior Coordinator Major isn’t telling everyone we’re coming until we actually get there.”
Neither Eva nor Hart have anything to add to that.
At this stage, Joe knows about as much as Hart.
Eva and I weren’t totally explicit with him about why we changed our mind on the invitation. He knows I want to force the issue of opening up everyone’s research books, as a way of trying to get to the bottom of the Anomaly, but he doesn’t know Shaun warned us that some of that research could actually be causing it.
Joe is a very mature and trustworthy kid for his age, but there was no need to put that on his shoulders. I would have been worried about him saying the wrong thing at the wrong time, for sure, but more broadly it’s just not a nice thing to have to know.
As it is, he’s excited about this trip into space. I can see that excitement rising in real time as we get closer and closer to the space plane, even if he did seem a little disappointed that the dome is so dark and empty.
We’ve all seen high-definition footage of the Vita. Joe’s scale model of the orbital configuration also means that he knows what kind of wonders we’re in for. But I know from experience that there’s a big difference between “knowing” how wondrous something is and actually experiencing it.
I thought I knew everything about the Beacon before I first traveled there, especially after all the time I spent in the pre-trip training facility that was designed to mimic its layout. Then, the second I arrived, I realized I didn’t know a damn thing.
It was incredible. There’s no other word for it. And that was the Beacon — a low-grade version of the Vita, at best.
We’re in for a spectacle, alright.
I once marveled at the launch-configuration Vita in a hangar not too dissimilar to this dome, and I remember the moment I first saw it. It goes so far beyond the feeling you can get from videos and models. I felt totally awestruck. I couldn’t believe the ERF had been able to build such a thing, let alone that it could one day be reconfigured into an orbital city that looks not just comfortable but full-on luxurious.
The only part of the Beacon’s interior that looked anything like what I’ve seen of the Vita’s was the disturbing room where Zola lay in suspended animation, surrounded by opulence so extreme that he even had a hot tub.
“Will the spaceplane go out the door we came in?” Joe asks, facing forward again to address this next question to Hart.
We’re drawing to a halt as he asks it. As Hart turns the car and parks it just beside a red safety line, the new viewing angle allows me to see a small cabin-like structure that’s been obscured by the plane until now.
“No, another hatch will open on this side of the dome,” she replies. “The pilots are already in the cockpit, so our pre-flight security officer will be taking over from here. He’ll answer any questions you have about the flight. You’ll be able to contact the pilots in case of emergency, but the cockpit is sealed off due to the shielding requirements of the passenger cabin. It’s a more physically taxing journey for them than it will be for you, if only because they’ll be fully suited and booted.”
“Why do they need suits?” Joe asks.
“It’s a reasonable precaution,” Hart says, killing the engine. “There are no windows in the passenger cabin. That’s probably the biggest difference you’ll notice compared to the plane you’ve just come off, and it’s one difference that means you won’t notice many others. I remember from the bunker that you’re a real student of space travel, Joe, so you’ll know we’ve used a lot of technology from the various craft we requisitioned from Ignacio Zola’s premises after your father stopped his diabolical plan. The pressure shielding, the gravity manipulation, and several other breakthroughs you’ll enjoy in this plane all came from there.”
“Yeah,” Joe shrugs as we step outside. “Like how NASA took a lot of Nazi research and used it for better stuff. I read about that. I just didn’t know our pilots had to wear suits. I would have figured the plane is either safe and sealed or it’s not.”
Hart shakes her head quickly, too many times, as if annoyed at herself for any concerns her previous imprecise answer has created, rather than at Joe for voicing them. “They don’t really have to wear them. Like I said, it’s a precaution. Thousands of passengers have gone up and down in these things, without a single hiccup. It’s really only because the cockpit naturally does need glass windows, which inherently offer less shielding than the next-gen materials in the rest of the fuselage. They’ll still have a comfortable enough flight, and it would be perfectly endurable without the suits. It just won’t be quite as smooth, that’s all.”
“Makes sense,” I say, keen to draw a line under this and convince Joe’s always inquisitive mind that there’s no reason to overthink any of it. “The pilots are in charge of getting us there safely, and Senior Coordinator Hart is in charge of making sure they’re as protected as they need to be.”
I’m totally at ease on this.
Like Hart said, thousands of people have made this journey without a hitch. It’s so routine, getting to the Vita hasn’t even entered my mind as a hurdle to overcome.
Maybe I’m being overly blasé because I’ve made untested journeys in far shakier looking craft, but this last leg of our journey doesn’t strike me as any more dangerous than the flight that got us here or even Lorien’s drive to the airport.
“And Joe,” I go on, “the suits are going to make the pilots feel better in their minds, too. Trust me. When I finally made it into the Escape Pod to get off the Beacon, I was wearing a suit. Would it have done me any good if the Pod wasn’t sealed? I didn’t know. But it made me feel safe.”
“It might help them mentally like that,” Hart interjects, “but our pilots’ suits would protect them from any breach to the cockpit. If there was an air leak or depressurization event, they would be able to complete the journey. You’re not traveling a long way and the life support systems of these new suits can last upwards of twelve hours, so there’s absolutely nothing to worry about. We take all necessary precautions. And on that note…”
Hart holds out her hand, gesturing to a man who’s coming our way from the small structure next to us.
“Say hello to Miles,” she says. “The last man you’ll see on Earth.”
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The beam of the overhead spotlight feels a lot wider now that we’re standing under it, and the building doesn’t look like a cabin anymore.
It’s sleek and white, with a curved finish that isn’t really in keeping with most ERF designs. It’s more like a retro-futuristic vision of a monorail station than anything else.
Saying that, though, I don’t know what the rest of this huge dome’s interior would look like with the lights on. For all I know, better illumination might make it look and feel like we’re standing inside a giant 1990s iMac.
The man who approaches, probably in his early thirties, is wearing a fairly nondescript black uniform. It’s well-fitted and pretty sleek in its own right.
“Miles,” he says, politely introducing himself to Eva and the kids before turning to me and shaking my hand. It’s as warm as it is firm, and his smile is nothing but genuine.
“Big fan,” he says. “I mean… who isn’t, right? You’re Ray Barclay!”
“Guilty as charged,” I reply.
When I glance to the side, I see Joe smiling. It’s the look of pride that always crosses his face when someone we don’t know walks up and says something nice to me. I’m grateful people take the time, but I could do without it. The best part of it is always Joe’s face, so if it’s going to happen I always want him to be there.
“I’ll leave you in Miles’ capable hands from here,” Hart announces. “I wish you all a pleasant onward journey, and a wonderful visit to the Vita. You know, I’ve never been up there myself, Joe. I’m a little jealous. Maybe you could ask Senior Coordinator Major if he might like to invite me for next year’s VZ Day Anniversary!”
Hart is a very competent leader, but the tone of her humor sometimes leaves some room for interpretation — or misinterpretation, as it goes.
“We could ask him if you can come along?” Joe suggests, offering clear evidence of that. “I think you would definitely be allowed, as long as there’s someone else who can run the bunker for a few days.”
“I think she was joking on that part, honey,” Eva chimes in.
“Oh,” Joe says, narrowing his brow at Hart. “So you don’t want to go?”
I have to stop myself from laughing at the unintentional dragging out of what Hart intended as a funny line. We arrived ten minutes or so ahead of schedule thanks to favorable winds on the way from Salt Lake City, so it’s not like this is costing us time.
Quite seriously, we’re all hoping that next year’s VZ Day will be a more celebratory affair, in keeping with how the first anniversary was marked. The Anomaly has dampened things, first last year and even more so this year as the effects have become clearer.
“The ERF central committee chose for us to divide our responsibilities in a way that would best suit our skill-sets,” Hart says, seemingly now well clear of the funny side of anything. “I’m most familiar with the bunker, while Senior Coordinator Major is well-versed on every aspect of the Vita’s operation. In the same place, we might get in each other’s way. The Vita is a wonderful place I would like to see one day, but my role is here. There isn’t a lot of mixing between facilities. Your father is really the only person who can slot in anywhere and be happily received. We’re all very grateful to have him involved in our work. We all know the world faces a lot of challenges, but we also all know we’ve faced a lot already and lived to tell the tale — no small thanks to him.”
“Thanks again,” I say to Hart, leaning down for a shoulder hug. “I’ll give Major your regards for real, and I’m sure he’ll be happy for us all to hop on a roundtable call when there’s something to discuss.”
Knowing what I’m getting at, but still unaware of how central some secretive Vita research might be, Hart takes her cue to exit — eventually — and leaves us with Miles.
Miles has spent the last minute or so introducing himself to Laika, having crouched down to the ground to the level of the little guy’s travel cage.
Laika won’t have to be caged in the spaceplane’s passenger cabin, but in a dark and unfamiliar place like this it would be too easy for him to get spooked by something and fly off, maybe even knocking something over. He’s as smart as any of us, with no word of exaggeration, but he still has his instincts. And believe me: fight-or-flight takes on a new level of meaning when one of your party actually has wings.
“Okay, if you guys can all just follow me in here to the security office, we’ll have you boarded in no time,” Miles says.
We follow him to the office, as he’s calling it, and step inside. All of our luggage is piled on a trolley, apparently ready to be scanned for any dangerous items. I’m more than okay with that.
But to my surprise, and Joe’s visible disappointment, the room we enter looks exactly like a run-of-the-mill airport security hall shrunk down to a miniature size.
“No line,” Eva quips. “I could get used to this.”
“And you don’t even have to take off your shoes,” Miles replies with a grin, holding out his hand to stop me as I’m halfway through doing exactly that. “But, wow... Ray… I am loving the spaceman socks. Hook a guy up with a pair of those, will you?”
Everyone laughs.
I like Miles. I liked him right away, having seen how interested he was in Laika and how attentive he was in holding the door open for Joe. Even the old-fashioned way he introduced himself to them before me, despite me being the “famous” one… the little things really do still go a long way.
I put my shoe back on, re-covering one of the spaceman socks Joe got me for Father’s Day last year.
“I will need all watches, phones, and everything else in your pockets,” Miles says. “If you could just place those in a tray. One tray between all of you will be fine.”
“Do you need me to take the e-reader out of my backpack?” Joe asks.
Miles shakes his head. “Anything in there is okay, we just need empty pockets. What have you been reading, anyway? Something about space?”
“Oh,” Eva cuts in, “I don’t think this one knows they make books that aren’t about space.”
“My kind of guy,” Miles chuckles. He then lets Joe go first through the body-scanner, which really is just like the kind at any regular airport.
Eva goes through with Scarlet, and then little Laika hops through all on his own. He even raises his wings when he reaches the mark where the printed information tells him to.
My turn comes last of all. As I step through the gateway before the body-scanner, the beeper goes off for the first time.
“There’s always one, huh?” Miles laughs again. He puts on a jokey authority-figure voice and asks me if I’d mind stepping to one side.
Once I’m there, he picks up a handheld scanning wand and runs it up from the floor until it beeps. That happens in line with my eyes.
“Contact lenses,” I say, tipping my head back in realization.
Miles nods. “Could you take those out and step through again?”
I hesitate. “For real? My lenses? You know what they are.”
“There are electrical components embedded inside them,” Miles says. “I know it seems—”
“No, you’re right. Sorry,” I tell him. I carefully remove them, then place them on a tissue from the pack I’ve already taken out of my pocket. “If we don’t have rules for everyone, we don’t have rules.”
Miles nods thankfully.
I pass without any trouble on my second walk through the gate, and the body-scanner gives me the final all-clear a few seconds later.
Since Miles is on his own, he then has to check over our luggage. This doesn’t take long.
I stand beside him while he’s doing it, and he asks occasional questions about what something is. He also asks to confirm no one else has had access to our luggage since we packed it. This is all straightforward and standard stuff, albeit with an enhanced interest in our electrical items.
The only time he stops the slow-moving conveyor belt is when we reach my suitcase at the back of the line.
“What’s on the hard drive?” he asks.
“A full record of all the research we’ve been doing with Laika,” I say, totally honestly.
Miles re-starts the belt. “Why?”
“Laika does a lot of work with a researcher on Earth, in our house, and some of the stuff they do is on the side. Not off the books, but not based on experiments or tests designed by any ERF researchers. We want to share everything.”
“Very cool,” Miles says. “I would recommend you take it out of your suitcase and keep it in your pocket or cabin luggage. The passenger cabin is very heavily shielded, as you know, but we’ve had some issues with data loss in the hold. I couldn’t tell you why, but it’s worth considering.”
As soon as my suitcase is through the scanner, I take Miles’ advice and remove the hard drive. “Thanks,” I say.
He shrugs. “Of course. And again, you can confirm no one else has had access to this hard drive or any of your other electronics?”
I nod my head. “Absolutely. It came from my drawer this morning and went straight into my suitcase. This is the first time anyone has touched it since then.”
“Then you guys are all set! Easy as that. Sorry about the lenses, Ray, but we have to be thorough.”
“No worries,” I tell him, and I mean it.
I feel soothed to know that if security for flights to the Vita is as stringent as this for my family, albeit with more smiles and jokes than others might get, there’s nothing to worry about in terms of anyone else sneaking anything on board that shouldn’t be there.
After putting my lenses back in, I take back our well-stocked tray and hand out everything else for the others to put back in their pockets. Miles is going to load the suitcases, so we only carry what we’re going to take into the cabin.
“Oh, but hey,” Miles calls as I lead my family outside. “About those lenses…”
“Yeah?”
“I’m glad to see you brought an extra pair this time,” he says, a smile breaking across his face despite his attempt to deadpan the line.
I laugh back and continue on my way to the spaceplane and the Vita that lies beyond.
“Trust me, Miles,” I reply over my shoulder. “There are some mistakes you don’t make twice.”
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A lot of what I’ve heard about the spaceplanes has focused on how similar they are to regular planes once you get inside.
From the outside, though, the one in front of us cuts a very dashing figure when we walk around and see it from the side. Until now we’ve only seen it from behind, which doesn’t do justice to the aerodynamic design.
At a glance from our previous vantage point, we could have mistaken it for a passenger jet.
Now? Well, now that would be like mistaking a falcon for a pigeon.
At least, if a falcon was four times the size of a pigeon. Because that’s one thing I didn’t expect to feel on my first in-person sighting of a spaceplane: awe at how huge it is.
Joe is giddy as we reach the stairway, which has been left open for us. He knows all about the design and layout. More than me, truth be told. He excitedly chats about various elements as we climb inside.
I’m learning with every step.
When we reach the passenger cabin, I still don’t really get why people say it feels like being inside a regular plane. Maybe it’s because we just touched down in one of those, leaving the details fresh in my mind, but I can see more than a few differences.
Chief among them is how narrow everything feels compared to how big the plane looked from the outside.
The lack of windows isn’t actually what jumps out at me, because some clever design work has made that less than obvious. There is a blind at each “window seat”, which can be raised to reveal a high definition screen that supposedly relays live footage captured from the exterior.
Maybe I’m being cynical to say supposedly. But really, no one would know the difference if it was just a loop of recorded footage. That’s all I’m saying.
Either way, having the screens in the exact positions where the windows would normally be does deliver the closest thing to seeing directly outside.
If the trade-off for seeing through reinforced glass was having to wear suits throughout the flight or having to withstand greater-than-necessary pressure differentials and gravitational changes, I don’t think many people would choose the windows.
I’ll trust the ERF’s safety-focused design teams and their instinct to shield the passenger cabins with the highest density materials they could. They’ve done so even at the cost of some speed and passenger capacity.
Because no matter what fingers anyone might point at the ERF regarding leadership failings and a lack of proactivity in the face of the Anomaly, there have been no disasters or even accidents in any spaceflight or construction process the organization has overseen.
They run a tight ship and fly safe planes.
A lot of people, like Driver, actually think that many ERF projects are far too conservative in their timelines and safety procedures. She tells me things are different on the Balena. There, they can be a little bit more cavalier in some of their work than the leadership of the Vita or Earth-based sites are comfortable with.
I don’t know how that fits in with the secrecy of some of the Vita’s research teams, because it seems to me that the man in charge — Major — doesn’t even know what’s going on in his station’s labs.
I’m still falling on the side of believing that Major is in the dark about the things Shaun has discovered. The alternative would be a whole lot worse, in terms of the practical challenges it would present as well as the betrayal it would represent. In truth, it hardly bears thinking about.
“The seats aren’t what I expected,” Eva says, cutting off my thoughts before they can get back into that frequent spiral of concern.
She says it with a smile as she presses her hand into one of the plush leather-effect seats. There are six seats to a row, separated by a central aisle. I count twelve rows. It’s an incredible feat of engineering to be able to bring more than seventy people up to the Vita in one aircraft, and especially in such relative comfort.
The comfort of this heavily insulated cabin isn’t just relative compared to that of any previous space-faring craft, though. It’s more spacious and well-appointed than a regular plane’s economy cabin. There’s no first-class cabin, but only because flights are free for researchers and invitees and because the Vita is supposed to be an egalitarian station. Everyone is equal when they get there, so everyone is equal on the way.
As it goes, the vast majority of the Vita’s current population were already on board when it re-launched into orbit last year, once the internal re-fit was complete. Only a few hundred of the nearly three thousand people we’ll be joining made their way in a spaceplane like this.
Only three spaceplanes exist. Impressive as they are, relying on these things to populate or depopulate the Vita would take a long time. That’s why the station has a fleet of three much larger Emergency Escape Craft. All three are permanently docked and ready to leave for Earth in the event of an evacuation.
“Wait until you see the stabilization,” Joe beams. He takes a seat by a window — or at least where a window would normally be — and raises the blind.
He really does know more about this spaceplane than I do, so he knows he’s only going to find a screen. If anything, though, he seems to find that more impressive. He calls me over and points out at the security office we just left. We see Miles finishing up with our luggage. Joe instinctively waves when Miles turns back towards the plane to load the last suitcase, momentarily forgetting that it’s a relayed video image.
That’s testament to how good the screens are. More broadly, the sight of Miles is also proof that my earlier cynicism was misguided. The screens really do show a live image, not just a pre-recorded journey.
While Eva asks Joe what he means about the stabilization, she takes a seat on the other side of the aisle. She gestures with a tip of the head for me to sit with Joe, since Scarlet is very restful in her arms.
The little one has been quiet almost all day, as she usually is. I’m hopeful this journey will be easier for her than the sections of our previous flights that really bothered her sensitive ears.
I place Laika’s travel cage on the floor, in front of the chair between me and Joe. This is a good configuration. It means Joe is happy looking outside, Laika is secure for take-off, and I can easily reach or move across the aisle to help Eva if she needs anything.
A pleasant chiming sound emanates from unseen speakers overhead, taking all of our attention.
Laika imitates the two-tone sound perfectly. “This is your parrot speaking,” he squawks, sending Joe into fits of laughter.
A laugh then comes through the speakers, too. It’s followed by a resonant male voice. “Someone is ahead of the curve,” it says warmly. “This is your pilot speaking, here to inform you that we’re ready to pull out. Get ready to take off for what’s going to be a smooth and steady flight to the ERF Vita Orbital Research City.”
“Woo-hoo!” Joe yells.
“Oh, you’re in for a real treat, kiddo,” the pilot says. “Believe me!”
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“Okay,” the pilot continues. “It looks like you’re all set in your seats. And we’ve been allocated a tight flight time today, sneaking in just before they close up the docks ahead of the big PFOA telescope launch. I won’t waste any of our time on chit-chat now, but you can always press the call button if you need to ask us any questions. There are supplies and bathrooms in your cabin, so you should have all you need. My name is Harrison and I’m here with my co-pilot Helene. We’ve done this flight together nine times, and believe me: the views never get old.”
Helene chimes in next. “If you could all stay in your seats for as much of the flight as possible, that’ll make the journey pass more smoothly for everyone,” she says. “While the seatbelt sign is illuminated, that’s a safety matter as well as a comfort matter, so we really do ask that you pay attention to the sign. You’ll only see it during the take-off and approach stages of the flight, when we’re accelerating and decelerating.”
“Squawk! Laika stay in cage when Laika see sign,” our feathered friend says. “Laika not mind.”
I hear Harrison and Helene chuckle before they sign-off.
The next thing we know, the seatbelt sign lights up.
“We’ll barely even notice our angle changing,” Joe says, leaning forward to call across the aisle to Eva. “It’s not suspension, but it’s kind of like that. It’s more like when you have water in a bottle that you’re holding in front of your eyes and you tip the bottle… the bottle moves, but the angle of the water doesn’t change.”
“Well, yeah, not relative to the center of the Earth,” I add. “The angle of the water does change relative to the bottle. I mean, if you tip it upside down then the water falls out. The water is being pulled to the center of the Earth and the bottle is stopping it.”
“I know,” Joe shrugs. “That’s what I mean, though. That’s the coolest thing about these spaceplanes, Mom: this whole cabin changes angle inside the body of the plane. Our seats won’t feel like they’ve changed angle, but they have — relative to the plane. So the plane can be almost vertical, and we’ll hardly see or feel the difference. That’s why this cabin is so much smaller than you would guess from the outside.”
“Wow,” Eva says, nodding with genuine interest and looking rightly impressed by how well Joe knows his stuff. “So maybe that’s another reason the pilots are wearing suits, huh? They’re going to have a very different experience than we are.”
Joe pauses for a second. “Yeah, you’re right. I wasn’t thinking of that part when I asked about their suits earlier. They’ll probably be strapped in, too.”
“For sure,” I say. “We’ve got a lot of smart people to thank for the gravity technology that will stop our bodies and our snacks from floating around once we’re in space, otherwise we’d all need to be strapped in.”
The extent of our straps are just run-of-the-mill airline seatbelts — and now that they’re buckled, the pilots start taxiing forward.
Our indirect window to the outside world doesn’t reveal much until we reach the edge of the darkened dome and emerge through its newly opened exit hatch.
The fading light of day greets us.
“What time will it be on the Vita when we arrive?” Joe asks.
I try to figure it out. I know they work on UTC up there, and this flight is supposed to take around nine hours.
“Around noon tomorrow,” I say. “Something like that.”
“And then the telescope launch is later in the afternoon, right?”
“Sure is,” I tell him.
I haven’t thought much about that launch since we got Shaun’s message. Before then, I was holding out some hope that it might deliver important answers about the Anomaly. Parts of the array are going to scan Earth while others look towards Bayzen, and there’s a chance they’ll observe meaningful new data — helpful data — that our current instrumentation can’t detect.
The thing is, I can no longer implicitly trust the research teams who’ll be tasked with analyzing that data. I don’t know who’s in charge of it, and my understanding is that as a multi-disciplinary project it will probably be feeding data to different teams.
I think that means the timing is perfect, to be honest. After all, I’ll be badgering Major about opening up all of the Vita’s research findings just as a potential treasure trove of new observational data is about to start rolling in.
“I’m really excited to see it,” Joe says. “It could help us find out more about the Anomaly, too. And you’re going to make sure everyone can see everything it finds, aren’t you? That’s why we’re doing this.”
“That’s right, kid,” I say. “And yeah — it is going to be exciting. I’ve got a job to do when we arrive, but let’s enjoy as much of this as we can. A lot of people would kill to see the Vita.”
The sounds of our powerful engines are conspicuous by their absence as the spaceplane begins picking up pace as we accelerate down the long runway. I shouldn’t be surprised, but this cabin really is totally insulated against the elements.
Scarlet is totally at ease even as we leave the ground, once again showing the quality of the shielding. She isn’t troubled by noise, pressure or anything else.
I see Eva looking at the window-screen on their side of the aisle, and I don’t blame her. She’s staring as keenly as Joe, probably taking in the same two things I can’t help but think about.
The first is how quickly everything on the ground is getting smaller, which is like the experience of a normal take-off on fast-forward.
The second is that even though the view makes it clear that the plane angled in a way that will have the pilots looking up rather than out, we all feel like we’re sitting as straight as we were on the ground. It’s a real feat of engineering. And it’s so much better that they’ve done it like this, with the whole inner cabin being adjusted, rather than just our chairs. That would be have been majorly disorienting.
It’s still a little disorienting that the window-screens give our eyes a different view than our upright bodies make them expect, but it’s not physically disorienting in any balance-related way. If it was, little Scarlet, who is so sensitive to things like that, would be crying in discomfort rather than straining her neck for a view of the outside world.
The whole thing feels like a fun family ride at an amusement park. If someone else traveled into space with a young child and told me it was this comfortable, I doubt I’d believe them. But hey, I’m definitely not complaining.
No one says much as we gain altitude. It’s pretty mesmerizing, even for me.
Even the auroras, which shouldn’t be there and which normally bring nothing but concern to my mind, are a wondrous sight from up here. And the higher we go, the more wondrous they get.
The cameras on the outside of the spaceplane really are capturing everything perfectly, and the window-screens are relaying it just as well.
I don’t even notice the exact moment when the seatbelt signs go out. I reckon it’s probably when we pass through the atmosphere, which is another moment that comes and goes with an impressive lack of any physical sensation.
The only noticeable change since we took off is that the cabin lights have dimmed. I think it’s been happening gradually because I only notice it now, but once I do notice it’s very obvious.
I know I said this feels like an amusement park ride, but with the artificial windows and the total lack of feeling, I think the analogy can go further than that.
Hell, for all my body knows, this thing could be a ride simulator.
This could all be some elaborate prank, or a reality show where we step out in nine hours to see cameras in our faces and a laughing host telling us we never really left the ground.
But again, I’m not complaining. My ride back to Earth in the Beacon’s Escape Pod was the polar opposite of this, with its bone-rattling shakiness and its uncertain outcome. After that, I’ll take smooth and steady every single day.
Before long, as altitude turns to distance, we can’t see Earth on Joe’s window-screen. He moves across to the seat behind Eva and gapes in slack-jawed wonder as everything and everywhere he’s ever known gets further and further away.
Laika joins him, perching on the armrest closest to the screen and gazing quietly at the world like a dog might gaze at a passing mailman. The scene is as surreal as it gets.
Neither of them are seeing the burning wasteland of red cloud and ash I saw when I first saw Zola’s desolation from the Beacon, which is certainly for the best. But they’re also not seeing the blue and green world that astronauts of the past marveled at from up here.
There’s blue and there’s green, sure, but most of the highly saturated color they’re seeing is coming from the swirling auroras that cover vast swathes of Earth.
A little while before we lost our view on this side, I saw some pinkish and purple hues, which was a first. I’ve seen those auroras on the news, like the scary clouds over Africa, but never with my own eyes.
I guess the fact that I was looking at a window-screen rather than through a real window means I’ve still never seen them directly, if we want to be pedantic about things, but these screens are so real-looking that it’s easy to forget they’re even there.
Scarlet falls asleep before long. She’s been very placid through the three legs of our long traveling day so far, even by her own standards, with the only real blip coming during our flight to the Colorado Springs. Since this is surprisingly the smoothest journey we’ve had since leaving the house, and since it is getting towards her usual bedtime, I’m not surprised that she’s shutting down for the night.
Joe helps Eva with the controls when she asks about reclining her chair, and only a few minutes pass before I see her breathing settle as she falls into a peaceful slumber.
“Ray Ray sleep?” Laika asks. “Big day soon.”
I can’t help but laugh. “Okay, Dad,” I joke, “I’ll get some rest before we arrive. Don’t worry.”
“Laika too,” he says, hoping across the top of the chairs and settling back into his travel cage.
He has some food and water in there, but more importantly I know he always finds comfort from being in a familiar spot even when we’re traveling in unfamiliar vehicles and places. A lot of descriptors fit Laika, and “creature of habit” is definitely one of them.
Joe yawns a little while later, then reclines his own seat and looks across at me. “Will you wake me before we get there?” he asks. “I want to see everything when we’re docking.”
“Sure thing,” I promise. I set an alarm on my phone — vibration only — to wake me an hour before we’re supposed to arrive. That way I can make sure he sees the exciting part while also making sure we get some solid rest.
This is earlier than Joe would usually be going to sleep, but he’s had a hell of a day just like the rest of us.
It’s hard to believe the day started with our drive to preschool, and the odd sight of our local raccoons looking up at the same logic-defying aurora we’ve just left behind in this remarkable spaceplane.
Tomorrow is going to be a day like no other, starting with our arrival on the Vita and ending with who knows what. I’m sure we’ll have a comfortable dorm, and my schedule will really depend on when I’m able to reunite with Shaun and talk wherever he thinks it’s safe to be candid. I gather he’s busy working on some aspects of the launch, from what Major said, so it could be the case that he has to get that out of the way before he comes to me with the full story about what he’s found.
All I can do is play things by ear.
My first big move was coming at all, with Eva really being the one who pushed our thinking in that direction. The second depends on Shaun.
These are the last conscious thoughts in my mind before the buzzing of my phone brings me back to consciousness.
I sit bolt upright, disbelieving I can really have been asleep for so long. I glance around and see that everyone else is still soundly asleep, which adds to my surprise at the fact that it’s been almost a full seven hours since I closed my eyes.
Yesterday really did take a lot out of us. And since that was yesterday, it means the day is here.
I turn to my window-screen and look at the view. And there it is.
Yup…
We’re here.
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We’re here.
It’s here — the biggest day of our lives.
Because however things play out in our first day on the Vita, which is largely dependent on whether I can meet with Shaun in a truly private spot before the launch, something has to give.
I’m definitely going to see Major. More generally than that, I’m going to get a real feel for the research culture and the broader mood on the Vita.
Once and for all, today really could be the day when we turn the tide against the Anomaly. It could be the start of our fightback against the problems it’s been inflicting on so many for so long.
Even if we can’t find an immediate solution to the damage that’s already been done, be it to the soil in areas plagued by failing crops or to the sensory development of our youngest generation, we can at least step onto the Vita with the reasonable hope of quickly stopping things from getting worse.
That’s why I’m here. That’s why we’ll soon be there. That’s what this is all about.
In one sense, it could be a good thing if the Anomaly truly is a man-made result of irresponsible research. Because if it is, the fix could be a pretty quick one.
I know from bitter experience that there’s a big difference between something being quick and something being easy, and I’m under no illusions that what we’ve come here to do isn’t without danger.
I keep thinking in terms of where we’re going to go and the challenges facing us, but in reality I know that both the power and responsibility to do something about this falls squarely on me.
Eva is my rock, and she has a remarkably sharp mind for problem-solving. She can be a lot more than a babysitter while I’m working on finding out what’s happening.
Looking after the children in such an unfamiliar and inherently unusual place as the Vita is a huge task in itself, though. I can’t put anything else on her shoulders.
She’s here with me, at her own insistence. That alone is already an immeasurable boost. If I’d had to do this alone, I would have spent every moment worrying about them. I would have been in no state of mind to focus. No state of mind to get to the bottom of anything. No state of mind to turn the tide on the Anomaly.
I’m not going to be working alone in a practical sense, anyway. Shaun has called me, and he already knows more than I do. And if someone else is going to help with any nitty-gritty risks I might have to take, the perfect candidate should already be on the Vita by now:
Driver.
Saying I would trust Driver with my life is no hypothetical platitude. I have trusted her with my life. Several times, from the bottom of the ocean to the surface of the Moon.
She’s trusted me with hers too. And believe me, that’s no mean feat for a young woman who would have struggled to trust her own shadow when I first met her.
Ironically enough, we met when she was working in the underground hangar where the Vita was hidden for so long. After how much we’ve gone through together in so many different vehicles, and on so many desperate missions to so many once-secret facilities, it really is quite ironic that we’ll be reuniting on a station neither one of us have ever set foot on.
A shuffling at my feet takes my attention away from the remarkable sight of the Vita.
“Good morning, Ray Ray,” Laika squawks. He’s keeping his voice down as much as he can.
He squeezes out of his travel cage, which I left open since its only purpose was to comfort him, and flaps up to the chair next to mine.
“Ohhhh,” he says, gazing at the screen. “Joe Joe wants to see this.”
He’s right — Joe will want to see this. That’s the whole reason I set the alarm. I gesture over to him with a tip of my head, which is all Laika needs.
The little guy flies across and perches on the top of Joe’s chair. There, he lets out a full-on cock-a-doodle sound next to his ear.
Joe startles to life, like anyone would, and rubs his eyes awake.
“Squawk! This is your parrot speaking,” Laika playfully tells him, moving himself to the window-screen. “Look, Joe Joe! See this.”
I look across, too, and see that a different part of the Vita is visible from Joe’s side.
“We’re getting close,” I tell him. “I thought you’d want to see from here.”
To be honest, I’m sure Joe would have liked to see our approach from a little further out. We’re closer than I expected, maybe because the final docking procedure is going to account for a larger percentage of the journey time than I was expecting.
I belatedly notice that the lights are definitely brighter than they were when I fell asleep, mainly because I can now see the detail of the writing on the bathroom door as I glance back.
Eva is next to wake. She looks well rested, despite letting me know that she’s been up a few times with Scarlet. When I say she should have woken me to share some of the duties, she says she figured I’ve needed all the rest I could get to be as ready as I can for whatever comes next.
“Good morning, folks,” the real pilot’s voice announces. “As you’ve gathered, we have almost reached our final destination of the ERF Vita Orbital Research City. It looks like you’ve all had a smooth journey to this point, and Helene and I will be doing all we can to make sure the final docking is just as seamless. We are going to ask you to remain in your seats with your seatbelts on, so if anyone wants to use the facilities it would be a good idea to do so now. The left side of your cabin, facing forward, will give the best views of Earth during our docking procedure. For the best views of the Vita, the right side is where you’ll want to be. Please, take it all in!”
Before that full sentence is even out of the pilot’s mouth, Joe is halfway across the aisle. “Can I get past?” he asks, standing next to me on bouncy feet like a puppy waiting for a scrap from the table.
There are a few empty rows in front of me and plenty more behind, but I’m not going to complain that Joe wants to squeeze back in to look at the window-screen beside me. I’m delighted to have him there to enjoy the moment.
The travel has been so smooth and the voice of our pilot is so upbeat, I really am starting to feel like this could all work out. Shaun might have done all the hard work by discovering the dangerous research, and my job of working alongside Major to put a stop to it might be more straightforward than the negative side of my mind has been thinking.
I’m never going to take anything for granted — “once bitten, twice shy” doesn’t even cover it on that front — but I’m also not closing my mind to the possibility that we could be looking back on this whole thing fondly before long.
And no matter what comes next, this present moment is one to enjoy. With Joe smiling next to me, living out a moment he’s only dreamed about as we get ready to dock on a real-life space station, this feels like a moment when I should quieten the doubts for a while and just smell the roses.
Sure, roses have thorns. And sure, Shaun’s message makes it sound like the Vita has some potentially dangerous and potentially ruthless people on board whose interests aren’t going to align with mine. But that doesn’t have to take anything away from this.
When I was on the Beacon, the prospect of seeing Joe’s smile and being back with Eva was all that kept me going. I overcame so much thanks to the strength they gave from afar, and that’s a good perspective to keep in mind.
Laika flies back to be with us, too, and just before the seatbelt sign lights up Eva also makes the decision to join us with Scarlet.
“We’ve seen Earth enough times before,” she says. “This is new.”
For the rest of the docking procedure, which offers incredible sights of the Vita’s mesmerizing scale and the brilliance of the logistics involved in all of this, I sit with my family as they enjoy an experience like no other.
I let my mind fall silent. Or at least, I think I do. For all I know, the experience silences it for me.
Either way, the next thing I’m consciously aware of is the voice of Harrison, our trusty pilot.
“And we are here,” he says. I can almost hear his smile through the words. Even if the process is routine for him by now, there still has to be a natural flood of relief every time he successfully docks a spacecraft. He’s only human, after all.
The lights are fully illuminated now and the seatbelt sign is off. By the time we’ve gathered all of our things from the cabin, the door to the stairway is open.
A man and woman run up to greet us, introducing themselves as our pilots. They’re unsuited, confirming with no need for words that the docking bay is already fully sealed. We really are fully onboard the Vita.
I thank them for the smooth flight, but they’re mainly interested in seeing and talking to Laika, after hearing his funny quips during the journey. I can’t say I blame them.
When I look down the stairway I see a shiny black floor.
There’s only one person in sight, standing right at the bottom step.
It’s Clarence Major, with an expression that’s even more impossible to read than usual.
“Welcome to the Vita, Barclay,” he says. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to have you here.”
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Although I’m standing at the top of the stairway when Major shares his greeting, I let Joe rush forward and step down first. This is his dream, and I want to lean into every potential source of excitement for him.
Really, with the uncertainty of all that’s to come, I want to lean into every positive we can find.
I carry Laika down in his travel cage.
“Laika stay still,” he promises, clearly remembering the terrible moment when he knocked a computer out of Driver’s hands when we were exiting another plane on another mission.
“Don’t worry about that, buddy,” I tell him. “Today, the only part of that mission I want to remember is that we ended up winning.”
He squawks happily. “Ray Ray and Luna make good team.”
When I reach the bottom of the stairway, I’m face to face with the man who left Driver and I to complete that mission alone: Clarence Major.
“You know, Barclay,” Major begins, “I told myself not to count any chickens until you got on the spaceplane in Colorado. And even then, I wasn’t sure I’d believe it until I saw you with my own eyes. But you’re here. You’re here… and I appreciate that more than you know.”
I accept his offer of a handshake. My hard feelings for him have faded in time, with the realization that he didn’t really do the “wrong” thing in evacuating the Virginia bunker — in this very craft-turned-station, as it went — he just did something I didn’t like.
Prioritizing the safety of my family was, and is, the most natural thing in the world for me to do. But for Major, in his role as Senior Coordinator of that bunker, his total focus was quite understandably on getting them to the safety of orbit.
“And this smart little fellow is the one to thank for it,” Major says, crouching to Joe’s height. The way he pats his shoulder and smiles at him, while looking very genuine, makes it look like he doesn’t have a whole lot of experience dealing directly with kids. “Space is a healthy interest for a boy like you, Joe, and your father has so much to offer us. I’ll do everything I can to make your stay extra special while he and I deal with some of the more operational matters. This is a wonderful place — especially once we get out of this holding dock. I can give you a personal tour until we reach my office, where some of our old friends are waiting for me, and then I can hand you over to a very capable guide.”
“Who’s the guide?” I ask. “Another old friend?”
Major shakes his head slightly. “His name is Chester. One of our outreach officers, responsible for promotional materials and negotiations with our Earth-based sponsors. Very personable guy. He works in the school, too, for the few dozen children of our researchers. Little Joe might even make some friends. I can tell you more about everything while we walk. Don’t worry about the rest of your luggage, I’ll have it taken to your dorms.”
“What about the plane?” Joe asks. “Are the pilots going back to Earth now? You have to clear the whole dock area before the telescope launch later, right?”
Major raises his eyebrows, looking impressed. “We don’t have to clear this particular docking bay, no. It’s the broader dock area of the station that has to be locked down. That’s already underway, aside from this bay. Your pilots are sticking around with the plane until you all go back home. We have that penciled in for four days from now, but it can be as few as two and it can be as many more as you want. Just not tomorrow, what with the dock lockdown. The PFOA capsule is already in position for its release. One of the friends who’s waiting for us will actually be hitting the symbolic launch button. It’ll be a fine show, and you’ll have front-row seats.”
“Driver?” I interject. Although she’s only officially a Flight Supervisor, the fame she earned from our exploits has made her the public face of the Bayzen Project. Since half of the array will be focusing on Bayzen, it makes sense that she’ll be involved.
Major nods. “The very same. She’s wait for us now, along with Vicki. They don’t know you’re coming. Call me a sucker for a good surprise, but I thought it would be nice to see their faces when they realize you’re here.”
“Luna and Vicki here now?!” Laika asks, perking up instantly.
“Yes they are. And how have you been, anyway?” Major replies with a question of his own.
“Laika okay,” he says. “Laika want to see friends now. Laika miss friends.”
Eva, holding a slowly reawakening Scarlet by my side, looks around the dock. “Yeah. After all our traveling, it would be nice to see some friendly faces and brighter surroundings. The dorms sound nice, too.”
“I’d really like to do the tour Mr. Major offered before we go to the dorms, if we can,” Joe says. “The dome where we boarded the spaceplane in Colorado was really dark. I didn’t hardly get to see anything.”
Major crunches up his nose in an understanding-the-disappointment kind of way. “I can imagine,” he says. “Senior Coordinator Hart is good at what she does, but she’s never had flair for the spectacle of things.”
“And you do?” I reply with a chuckle.
Major smiles widely. “Ray… I’ll let my research station answer that.”
Like he’s been practicing the timing of that line and his matching action all day, Major slides open the docking bay’s internal door and opens our eyes to the wonders of the Vita.
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“What sector is your office in?” Joe asks Major as we step out of the docking bay.
The heavy door, which functions as a backup air seal, has so far only led to a small walkway that will take us to the internal sights Joe is giddy to see.
“D-2,” Major replies. “Do you know the layout?”
I know the answer before Joe nods. He knows all about the layout, thanks to his scale model. It opens up and has taught him a lot about this place.
The nod is fairly sullen, and he quickly explains why. “That’s really close… not even on the main level. I wanted to see more before we have to stop.”
I turn to Major. “Why don’t I step in to surprise Driver and Vicki,” I suggest. “You can take these guys around for a quick tour while I catch up.”
Part of me thinks that Major’s personal office is bound to be one of the most secure spots on the Vita, with no surveillance. It tends to be the way that leaders grant themselves privacy they don’t always afford to everyone else.
Another part of my mind is less sure, though, thinking that security could be highest in his office. And the more I think about it, it does seem pretty unlikely that he’d leave Driver and Vicki in there unsupervised if there was no way to keep tabs on what they were up to.
I strike off the mental option of opening up to them for now, but I still think my suggestion is a good one. If nothing else, I’m sure Driver and Vicki will be more candid with their own thoughts than if my family and Major were there.
“Chester will be giving us a tour when we’re all ready,” Major replies, glancing in turn at me and then Joe.
“I have to say,” Eva chimes in, looking at Major, “I do like the idea of making double-use of our time. Chester could show Ray around after he’s all caught up with the others. I could use some time in our dorms before the launch, too. Maybe you could give us a quick tour while Ray is busy? Then we’ll take a little break. It’s been a long journey. But Joe has been talking about this place since you first revealed the reconfiguration designs. I think it would mean even more for him to have you show him some of your favorite areas.”
It has been a long journey. Joe would love Major to personally show him around. I don’t have any doubts on either of those points. But I know Eva’s mannerisms well enough that she’s not thinking about them, first and foremost.
No — she’s trying to get me some private time with Driver.
We’re still in the first-stage process of figuring out what the hell is going on here, and especially how much Major does or doesn’t know. Creating some early distance is a smart way forward.
“Is that right, Joe?” Major asks with a warm smile. It gets even bigger when Joe nods in reply. “Well then, if your father is okay with it, I don’t see why not.”
I share my approval just before we come to the end of the walkway. A final door automatically slides from left to right, revealing the main area of the Vita’s upper level.
Joe gasps and hurries a few steps ahead. He turns around to check that it’s okay. When I give him a permissive wink, he gets much faster in his exploration.
I know the layout of the Vita reasonably well, though not as well as Joe.
Needless to say, I don’t know as much as I did about the Beacon before I went there. That’s partly because of my pre-mission training. But it’s also partly because ZolaCore had gone to great lengths to make their famous top-down map a staple in classrooms around the country.
Joe knew the basic layout of the Beacon back then, too, but he was a lot younger. There was also a lot less to remember than there is for the much grander Vita. I’m sure he’d be able to rattle off the square footage of the Vita’s fully expanded footprint under this Research City configuration, and a hundred other details besides.
Looking around, it’s easy to forget that this thing was fully constructed on Earth and launched with most of the population already inside. That makes it even more impressive as a feat of collective human ingenuity.
And unlike on the Beacon, which never felt like anything but a highly functional space, a lot of attention to detail has clearly been given to interior design around here. When I say that, I’m deliberately distinguishing between internal layout and interior design.
It should go without saying that the Vita is laid out in a functional and sensible way, like the Beacon before it. But even in this first area, my eyes are already falling on countless little touches that are clearly aesthetic rather than practical.
The walls are a bright white, shining like marble. Even the top of the doors I see around us are sharply angled at the top. It all has a very futuristic vibe, and not in a way that gives me the sense it could look dated anytime soon.
Comparing the general feel of everything here and there would be like comparing the inside of a fancy sports car to the inside of a pickup truck. One isn’t necessarily better than the other, but one is clearly trying a lot harder.
Am I being overly cynical, given the look of awe I can see on Eva’s face as well as the more predictably excited Joe? Maybe. Some of this just reminds me a little bit too much of Zola’s room on the Beacon, where he lived in secret opulence while everyone else spent their nights in utilitarian dorms and ate their meals in a crowded canteen.
I can also see why a lot of people on Earth, especially in areas that haven’t been rebuilt yet, resent the Vita for being an elitist hideaway from the continuing problems we face on the surface. The counterpoint to that would be that this really is a research station, with no one able to pay for residential accommodation or even visit for leisure purposes.
In turn, to that point, the devil’s advocate in me might say that while Zola was spending his own money to surround himself with marble and gold, the ERF is ultimately funded by taxpayers. They don’t have the choice of opting out. Many also don’t see any real benefit to funding a luxurious lifestyle for people with comfortable research careers.
If Shaun had chosen to broadcast his message widely instead of directly to me — if people had reason to think research on the Vita was actually causing the Anomaly’s harmful effects on Earth — there would be riots in the streets. Hell, it would be worse than that. There would be missiles aimed at this place.
Thankfully, Shaun was way too smart for anything like that.
In truth, there isn’t a whole lot to see in this first area. It’s primarily a kind of connecting terminal between the various docking bays, with not a lot else going on. With that said, the relative emptiness only brings the Vita’s grand scale to the forefront. I’m not exaggerating when I say I can’t see anything on the faraway wall.
Looking straight ahead, the sparkling floor seems to go on and on. Only the large central elevator interrupts the view. Its cylindrical column makes this level somewhat donut-shaped.
The lower level is even bigger. Much bigger, in fact, with the Research City configuration bringing no fewer than eight “arms” into play.
In basic terms, they’re not unlike the walkways to the offshoot labs on the Beacon, which protected the rest of the station from the dangerous work that went on within them. I came to know those labs and walkways only too well. Needless to say, I don’t intend to spend so long in any of the Vita’s equivalent areas.
The scale here truly is remarkable, though. Once it launched into space, the Vita transformed like a children’s toy into this final configuration.
A top-down view of this place would be much busier to look at than one of the relatively streamlined Beacon. That’s fitting, given how much more work is going on here. I can only hope that nothing so dangerous is happening inside any of the new labs as the kind of theocite enrichment work I was doing in mine three years ago.
“All of the finishes look so expensive,” Eva says, taking that thought straight from my lips.
“You’d be surprised,” Major shrugs. “The budget for our refit was higher than I would have liked, since I’m a form over function man, but I think a lot of modern designers work to the priority of making things look a lot more expensive than they are. And I think there is some truth in the argument that making this an aspirational destination for young scientists is worth a moderate investment. The world needs great minds, now more than ever, and this is the best place for them.”
I don’t say anything.
“Especially with the Bayzen Project being so attractive to so many,” Major goes on with a slight sigh. “Earth’s problems make Bayzen more and more appealing, so applications for placements on the Balena have been considerably exceeding applications for our next intake. There’s value in looking towards Bayzen, don’t get me wrong, but Earth has to be the absolute priority. If I had my way, the Balena would be brought back to a much lower orbit and every member of its crew would be working with us to get to the bottom of the Anomaly. I pushed hard for the PFOA to be wholly focused on Earth, at least for a while, but I was outvoted. A lot of people think they can make a lot of money from an untapped planet, so there are powerful corporate interests trying to make the mission a reality as soon as they can.”
Eva and I share a pensive look. Neither of us expected Major to be talking like this. His words make him seem extremely unlikely to be in the know about any research that could be damaging Earth to increase the likelihood of the Bayzen Project going ahead in the near future.
“Very true,” Laika squawks.
I gulp.
There we have it. Laika doesn’t make mistakes, especially with people he knows from previous experience, and he never makes an explicit call like this unless he’s confident.
Very true means one thing, and one thing only:
Major is telling the truth.
He really did push for the new telescope array to focus solely on Earth because he really does want to know what’s causing the Anomaly.
And in turn, that tells me something else.
If Earth has a reckless enemy on this station, Major doesn’t know about their work.
Whoever is doing this, they’ve been able to hide it — even from him.
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“What part are you agreeing with when you say ‘very true’?” Major asks, turning to Laika after the little guy’s interjection.
I’m carrying Laika in his cage for now, and I know what he was referring to.
Because rather than voicing agreement with anything Major said, he was really speaking up to tell Eva and I that Major meant what he said.
“Earth need help,” Laika replies. “Ray Ray and Laika want to help Major help Earth.”
Major studies him thoughtfully before looking up at me with a smile. “You’re helping just by being here, Ray, and you’ll be helping even more if and when you say a few words during the launch event later. Chester, who’ll show you around, will talk to you about that. He’s a real whizz with the media outreach side of things. He always knows what to say. And this bird of yours… I’d almost forgotten how smart he is. I don’t take as close an interest in Vicki’s work as I should. There’s just been so much focus on the Anomaly consuming my attention, as well as some extremely encouraging work in Mineral Synthesis.”
“What’s that?” I ask.
“Just what it sounds like,” Major replies. “The recent notes I’ve seen are very exciting, and the work is moving forward quickly. You’ll be able to meet the researcher soon, maybe even before the launch if you run into her. If not, I’ll be sure to make an introduction. She looks up to you.”
“Sure,” I say.
While we talk, Joe is still looking around in wonder at the various sights before him, from the doorways and high ceiling to an elevator that promises even grander surroundings once we descend to the main level.
He’s just reaching the elevator now, and once he gets there he’ll see that there’s nothing much beyond it. This floor in the upper section of his model is empty, too, but it looks like he wants to confirm it with his own eyes.
“I can take him down to the main level for a quick tour if you want to catch up with the old team,” Major offers, also sensing that Joe’s initial exploration is about to end.
I turn to Eva. “Is this still what you want?”
I’m asking because Major’s recent comments, and his general tone, have seriously weakened any lingering suspicions in my mind that he’s going to be anything but an ally here.
Shaun clearly didn’t want to loop Major in on the discovery of dangerous private research before he told me, but he also didn’t give any suggestion of wrongdoing on Major’s part. My gut, and Laika’s, tells me that Major’s heart is in the right place.
If Eva’s desire to spilt up for a little while was to give me some time to talk with Driver away from Major’s prying ears, even if I still have to heed Shaun’s instruction to not mention the headline news to anyone until I’ve spoken to him, Major’s demeanor so far might have changed her mind.
“I still think it makes sense for all of us,” she says. “You and Laika don’t have to rush your reunions, Joe doesn’t have to wait around, and Scarlet and I can get to our dorm sooner than if we waited around.”
“Sounds good to me,” I reply.
It takes some effort to hide my surprise, but I really am okay with it. Eva’s reasoning does make a lot of sense on all fronts, and she might not have ever been thinking about the benefit of being able to talk to Driver about Major. Like my mind eventually settled on, she probably thinks his office is likely to be subject to more security and surveillance than anywhere else, rather than less.
I whistle to catch Joe’s attention and call him over with my hand, right after he peers beyond the elevator’s central pillar. He runs back, panting as he arrives.
“You’ll love the three-speed automated walkways downstairs,” Major promises. “No need to get out of breath down there!”
“I can’t wait!” Joe replies. “Are we going now?”
“Sure are,” Eva interjects. “Say goodbye to your dad and Laika for now. They’ll be back with us at the dorm in a few hours, then it’ll be a quick turnaround before the launch.”
Joe says his excited goodbyes, but he really is itching to get going. His eagerness pushes the worries about why we’re here to the back of my mind for a few seconds. No longer than that, unfortunately, but it’s still a welcome respite.
Eva promises to keep a close eye on him, but she doesn’t have to. Scarlet hasn’t walked since we left the spaceplane, but I’m sure she’ll want to wander around, too. Eva might have her work cut out with her more so than with Joe, but she’s the best mother in the world.
She’s not going to be alone with them, either, and I know Major is going to do everything in his power to make Joe have a safely enjoyable time. With how desperate he is for me to say supportive things about the Vita when it comes time for the launch, the last thing he wants to do is give me anything to be angry about.
“Thank you again for coming,” Major says, addressing me just before he sets off. “You can still be a force for good, Ray, and good is what we need right now.”
I hesitate, wanting to say a lot more than I know I should. But I have to at least say something. I have to at least ask one thing in particular.
So I do: “Where’s Shaun?”
“In the telescope team’s launch bay,” Major replies without missing a beat. “The team leaders asked for him to check and double check everything before the big moment. He’ll be there until the launch mission is complete, then I’d imagine he’ll need some decompression time. You know what his level of attention to detail is like. You know how good he is at spotting problems, and how he can’t relax for a second while there’s a specific problem in front of him.”
Eva coughs slightly. I know she’s only pretending to clear her throat and is really dissuading me from saying too much more. It would be so easy to say the wrong thing, especially with the perfect setup Major just gave.
But again, I can’t not say something.
“Has he spotted any specific problems recently?” I ask, very gently shaking Laika’s cage to make sure he pays particularly close attention when Major answers this. “Not just with the launch… I mean with anything. Maybe that’s why he hasn’t seemed like himself, like you said on the phone. Has he discovered something other people have been missing?”
Major’s eyebrows rise and he quickly follows up the gesture by upturning his hands in a shrug-like motion. “Not that he’s told me, and we have regular talks. He’s my second in command, for all intents and purposes. I might have been misreading things, in any case. Shaun isn’t the most social of people, so his looking troubled could have been down to a small thing. Or, he might just be feeling burnt out. As well as his Earth-facing Anomaly analysis, he dips his toe into the Bayzen data during his time off the clock. That’s not the work he’s paid to do, but he’s still very close with Sasha on the Balena — the analyst who joined you in New Zealand — and they collaborate quite often. Checking each other’s notes, as it were.”
I make a mental note of this. I like Sasha a lot and I know Driver spends a lot of time with her on the Balena. She could provide valuable insight into what kinds of things Shaun has been diving into. I’m hesitant to contact her, though, because even talking over the communications channels about Shaun and something he might have found could go against the spirit of his firm warning not to bring his message up in conversation with anyone — even him — until he brings it up.
If nothing else, it’s a possible way forward in case my other avenues become dead ends.
“But I haven’t really spoken to him for a few days,” Major goes on, “since he went into hyper-focus mode on the launch prep. For all I know, he could have shrugged off whatever was bringing him down, if there even was something to begin with.”
“You haven’t spoken to him for a few days?” I ask.
Major shakes his head. “But he’ll be free again as soon as the launch has passed. The array won’t be delivering any meaningful data right away, so we’ll all be able to sit down. If something is bothering him, besides the weight of his workload, I’m sure he’ll tell us then.”
Laika wisely stays quiet.
“And in the meantime…” Eva says, feigning impatience when, again, what I really think she’s doing is stopping me from pushing too hard.
“Of course,” Major says, clapping his hands together. “The tour. Ray, if you could just pass the word on to Driver and Vicki that the three of you should head down to find Chester without me. He’ll take care of the rest, telling you what you need to know. Vicki will know where to find him.”
And with that, he’s gone.
As my family set off, Laika and I head for the door Major pointed to earlier as his office.
“Was he telling the truth?” I ask my trusty little lie detector.
“All true, Ray Ray,” Laika squawks back. “Major all true.”
I pause at the door.
Without getting ahead of myself, I do feel better knowing that Major isn’t involved in whatever Shaun has discovered. Hell, he’s not even aware of it.
If Shaun had specified that in the message, I would have felt safer about coming here. The fact he didn’t specify it could mean he wasn’t sure, or he might just not have deemed it important enough to include over one of the other lines in his limited-space message.
But regardless of the smaller details of that message, as long as the launch goes without a hitch, it seems like we really will be able to start moving forward on the main part: putting an end to the dangerous research that’s causing the Anomaly.
Without knocking, I push open Major’s office door.
Inside, I’m immediately surprised by the relatively small size and modest decor of the office. There’s no grand window to take advantage of the views, either, which is something I expected the head of the station to have.
But far more important than any inanimate objects, I see Vicki.
Her smile — one of total surprise and no small amount of joy — instantly warms my heart.
“Oh my God!” she yells.
That captures the attention of Driver, who I see hurriedly closing one of Major’s drawers in a way that makes it pretty obvious she’s been snooping and thought it was him entering rather than me. I can’t blame her for that — neither the urge to look nor the desire not to be caught.
“No way,” she beams, jumping to her feet. “You actually came!”
This is the first time I’ve seen Driver in the flesh for over eighteen months, when she made her final commitment to live and work on the Balena.
The time has been good to her. She was never anything but fit, but she looks both stronger and leaner than ever. Her hair is pulled back tight, and there’s a general glow to her complexion that I wouldn’t expect of someone who’s been living on a closed environment so far from the sun.
I place Laika’s cage on the floor and hug Driver like the old friend she is.
Vicki immediately lets Laika out of his cage and embraces him just as warmly. The two of them have a bond few would understand, after the time they spent together in Virginia and all the remote work they’ve done since Vicki left Earth.
“Joe Joe and Scar Scar here, too,” he squawks happily.
At that, Driver breaks our hug and steps back.
Her expression transforms in an instant.
“No no no,” she says. “Ray, tell me you didn’t bring them. Of all the things you could have done, please tell me you didn’t bring them here…”
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“Eva wanted the whole family to come with me,” I say, instantly falling into a defensive stance. I hear my own tone, and it’s defensive, too.
Driver stares at me dumbly. “And you let them? You let them come into space? After everything we went through last time?”
“They went through a lot without me, too,” I insist. “And this isn’t like that. Last time, we had to fly towards trouble to stop a maniac from destroying the world.”
Okay… I hear myself. Taking account of Shaun’s message, this could be more like last time — in that sense at least — than I’d like to kid myself.
Driver exhales, slowly and deeply. “So where are they?”
“Major is showing them around,” I say.
“And why did you come at all?” she pushes. “You said you weren’t going to. He must have invited you a dozen times and you kept saying no. Every time he asked, you said the same thing. Or were you just telling me that to surprise me?”
I shake my head. I’m not in the business of lying to Driver, even if I still feel like I should hold back on the most explosive elements of the truth for now.
Even the prospect of laying everything out doesn’t strike me as an overly reckless act now, though. After all, knowing Major isn’t in on anything means there’s no real risk to saying anything in an office where he probably has security and recording equipment running around the clock.
The sheer intensity of Driver’s expression gives me pause as I’m thinking this.
There it is. There’s the reason I shouldn’t say anything yet. She might be in truly peak physical condition, but her time on the Balena hasn’t changed her on the inside. She’s still the same hot-headed live-wire I remember.
Back then, her flying skills maneuvered me out of trouble more times than I can count. But her hot-headed nature sometimes got us into trouble, too. And when we’re only a few hours away from being able to discuss everything with Major and Shaun, I don’t think it makes sense to tell Driver now. It just doesn’t make sense to risk the prospect of her taking some reactive measure that could cause even more problems.
“I came here because things are getting worse on Earth,” I say. “I know you’ve probably seen that from the Balena, and Vicki, I’m sure you’ve seen it from here. But there’s a difference between seeing it from space and feeling it on the ground. I’m here to find out what’s really going on. With all of the equipment here… all of the research teams… all of the money that’s being spent… there has to be a way of getting to the bottom of it. Especially when the new telescope array is up and running, there’s going to be some piece of data that can help us if the right people get their hands on it.”
Driver narrows her eyes. “What do you mean about ‘the right people’ getting their hands on it?”
“I think I know,” Vicki chimes in. “Driver, this place isn’t like what you’ve told me about the Balena or like it is in the research bunkers on Earth. There are a lot of competing interests here.”
As Driver’s attention turns to Vicki, her expression intensifies even further.
I’m listening closely, too, very keen to hear what Vicki — another person I trust completely — thinks about this. She lives here and no doubt has a real feel for the atmosphere between research teams. Short of talking to Shaun, this is the best insight I’m likely to get.
“So the two of you think people here are hoarding data that could help us figure this all out?” Driver asks. “Because even on the Balena, most of our analysis teams have started focusing on the Anomaly since the effects started getting more and more obvious and more and more concerning. Are you telling me there are private researchers here getting in the way of the people trying to fix things?”
Vicki shakes her head several times. It looks like a nervous reaction rather than a strict no, which is very understandable given how forceful Driver can sound even when she doesn’t mean to direct her intensity or anger over an issue at the person she’s talking to.
“I—I’m not saying anyone would hide important data on purpose,” Vicki says. “It’s just that here, their research findings aren’t automatically shared with any overseers like they are in other places. It’s down to the way some of the lab leases were set up when the Vita project needed money to get off the ground — literally. Shaun does what he can when he’s reviewing things, and a lot of the teams trust him to see commercially sensitive stuff. He’s one of us, so he puts what really matters ahead of the confidentiality agreements he signs.”
My hand reaches for my chin, instinctively massaging it as Vicki’s words bury themselves deeply in my mind. The context of Shaun’s message is becoming clearer and clearer, more quickly than I had expected or even realistically hoped.
“He talks to Major about what the private teams are doing, and he’s told me a few bits and pieces relevant to my animal research,” Vicki continues. “The problem is just that there’s no central database of research findings. The Minexa mining consortium has two labs that share nothing, and there’s a Mineral Synthesis lab where the researcher usually keeps most of her work to herself, too.”
“Major mentioned that researcher,” I say. “Do you know her?”
“Not all that well,” Vicki replies. “I was on her team at the trivia night last week, because neither of us are regulars and the other teams were all full. She seems nice enough. She socializes with researchers from the public labs, like me, which isn’t true of the mining guys. Her name is Simone. Simone Harewood. There must be twenty or thirty people here from the Minexa and I couldn’t name one. They really keep to themselves.”
I like the sound of this mining consortium less and less.
“So what’s the worst thing they could be doing?” Driver asks. It’s a good question. “If they’re connected to the guys who are directly involved in theocite mining, do you think they could know about changes in the ocean and be keeping it to themselves? You must know about the animal stuff better than anyone, Vicki. I’ve heard stuff about whales and other sea creatures changing their migration patterns. Could that have something to do with it? And maybe they’re hiding it because if everyone knew theocite mining was causing that, it could be causing other problems, too? Like, I dunno, maybe their work at other sites is releasing something into the air, too, and that’s why Earth is having all these weird clouds and auroras.”
Driver raises a lot of good points.
I already know, thanks to Vicki, that there’s no sign of especially weird behavioral changes in animals near any of Earth’s theocite deposits.
But the idea of new and invasive methods being used to search for other theocite deposits, and that theocite-like materials could be releasing dangerous byproducts into the air? Well, that’s one I haven’t really given much thought. The search is basically an unregulated gold rush in some parts of the world, where corporate health and safety standards aren’t as high as they are in the west.
“They could be covering up something like that,” Vicki says, “but it’s definitely not the worst thing Shaun thinks they could be doing.”
I lean in close.
This could be it…
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“This is all hypothetical,” Vicki goes on, without either me or Driver having to push for it. “Shaun doesn’t even know what kind of technology the mining teams have up here, never mind what they’re doing with it. He has seen a manifest of all potentially hazardous materials and equipment that was originally loaded on board when we launched. One of the two mining labs has been fitted out since then, though, and there’s no accessible record of what the second team brought up with them. Same for Simone and her lab, but he’s not worried about her like he is with the Minexa crew.”
“So what hypothetical thing is he worried about?” Driver presses.
Vicki didn’t leave a longer pause than last time, and really no more than anyone would need for a regular breath, but I can understand Driver’s impatience. And with what I know about Shaun’s recently heightened level of panic over the secretive research he’s just uncovered, I’m even more eager than she is to hear what he’s previously speculated about.
Vicki rubs the bridge of her nose uneasily. “Like I said, this is all hypothetical, so you can’t go saying any of it to Major or anyone else when I tell you,” she stresses, apparently unsure about whether it’s been wise to tell the visibly agitated Driver as much as she already has, let alone any more, for the same reason I’ve hesitated to share my full reason for being here.
“I’m all ears and no mouth,” Driver says. “My lips are sealed until we decide to make a move together. But I’m just going to say: I didn’t come all this way to find out some assholes are getting in the way of stopping the Anomaly, only to go back to the Balena without getting them out of the way. Do you know what I’m saying?”
“Same page,” I say. “The first move we’re going to make together is sitting down with Shaun and Major after the launch, to get as much as we can into the open. Before that, I can plant some subtle seeds in a public statement when the cameras are on me during the launch event. I’ll call out the secrecy of certain research teams. That will make it totally untenable for them to keep it up.”
Driver nods approvingly then turns back to Vicki. “So, what exactly is it we don’t want them to keep up? What does Shaun think they might be up to… hypothetically?”
“Worst-case?” Vicki sighs. “Okay. We know from records on the Beacon that ZolaCore developed satellite-based deep-scanning technologies that could analyze potential mining sites from space, right?”
“Right…” I say, gulping uncomfortably.
Vicki gulps, too. “Well, worst-case,” she goes on, “Shaun thinks the guys in the second mining lab could be doing that, but worse. He says the ZolaCore methods were new but harmless. I mean, what Zola did when he found the deposits obviously wasn’t harmless, but the actual scanning didn’t cause any damage. Anyway, you know how small quantities of some newly discovered minerals have been found, that some people think could be enriched in the same kind of way as theocite? Shaun says he’s seen chemical analysis data that shows at least one of the candidate minerals is reactive to certain kinds of radiation in a way that could make larger deposits easy to spot… if you knew what you were looking for… and if you were to bombard the sites of the suspected deposits with massive amounts of that radiation.”
In the worst possible way, it all makes sense.
“When did he tell you this?” I ask.
“Not long ago,” Vicki says. “Last week. But it’s not like he’s sure of anything, it’s just that he saw the chemical analysis and thinks it could explain things. Last time we spoke, he was hoping the telescope launch would detect any of the radiation. He’s been working all-out to make sure it goes well, because that’s the key thing.”
I take a deep breath. I think Shaun must have found more out since talking to Vicki, maybe in his close work with the team launching the telescope array, because the message he sent me did not read as a hypothetical concern.
“Has anyone tried to stop or delay the launch?” I ask.
Vicki shakes her head. “Not that I know of, why?”
“Because if this Minexa consortium really is responsible for the Anomaly, they’re going to do whatever they can to make sure no one finds out.”
I see Driver move towards the door. “So what are we waiting—”
“The right time,” I say, stepping into her way. “Driver, we don’t know anything yet, and I don’t think Shaun has mentioned as much to Major as he has to Vicki. We’re only a few hours away from the launch, and what counts is that it goes smoothly. Major wants us to talk to someone. Lester, or—”
“Chester?” Vicki interjects. “Nice guy.”
“Chester,” I confirm, nodding my thanks. “He’s going to set us up for our media broadcasts. He was also going to give us a tour, but I don’t care about that. Major made it sound like he’s pretty clued in to things around here, though. I have a feeling he’ll know more than we do.”
“There haven’t been any flights off this place lately, have there?” Driver asks.
Vicki shakes her head. “Not for months, no. The flights that brought you guys in from Earth and the Balena were the first to come or go for ages. Why?”
Driver nods in relief. “I just wanted to make sure no one has high-tailed it out of here before anything might have been set up to happen,” she says. “If the mining team is still here, at least we know we’re physically safe. So if you’re both ready, let’s go and see this Chester guy.”
When I open the door, she walks straight out.
“Ray Ray and Laika safe,” my little guy says, back in his cage. His intonation doesn’t change like it usually does for a question, but it still somehow feels like he’s asking rather than observing.
“Yeah, buddy,” I assure him. “We’re all safe.”
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With Laika’s travel cage in hand, I step out of Major’s office and head for the cylindrical elevator pillar in the middle of the Vita’s vast upper level.
There really is nothing else to be seen besides the extensively designed doors that break up the perfectly sheened walls. I know that all kinds of wonders lie beneath our feet, though. I also know that the all-important PFOA capsule is behind one of these fancy doors in a docking bay, just like our spaceplane is still sitting in its bay.
However empty things might look, there’s a hell of a lot going on.
The elevator we step into is enormous. I’m looking around and wondering how many people it’s built for just as Driver reads aloud from a notice next to her standing position: 100 PERSONS MAXIMUM.
“It can get really busy,” Vicki explains. “All of the docking bays connect to the upper level, so everyone who arrives has to come down here at the same time. There hasn’t been a full spaceplane arrival for a long time, but they built it like this to reduce waiting times.”
“And for materials and luggage, I guess,” Driver says.
“No, cargo and items being transferred between labs goes through an automated system of delivery vents. Everything except people, basically.”
“Even huge stuff?” Driver asks. “How big are these vents?”
Vicki shakes her head. “Not big. They’re kind of like pipes. You’ll see them on the walls downstairs, near the ceiling. Accommodating huge stuff isn’t really something we have to do around here. We launched from Earth with almost everything in place and fully fitted out, so I don’t think there have been any huge items of machinery or anything like that.”
Her words create a connection in my mind, just as our elevator starts descending.
“That’s worth knowing,” I muse. “If everything that’s come up here since the original launch has passed through the transit system, it’s been monitored. That means the mining team who fitted out the second lab couldn’t have installed any large machinery that wasn’t already in the first lab. And they couldn’t have snuck in anything else dangerous, like a source of the radiation you were thinking about for the worst-case scenario of what they might be doing. Right? You said Shaun saw the manifest of everything that was on board for the Vita’s launch, and now you’re basically saying nothing dangerous could have come up since then.”
Vicki pauses for a moment. “I guess, yeah. But Shaun wasn’t really saying he thinks anyone is bombarding Earth with radiation to detect valuable mining deposits. He was saying it could be a possible explanation. And yeah, now that I hear you say that, I think you’re right. Unless Shaun has a reason to think they could sneak something through, maybe by paying off the security team, he maybe hasn’t thought of it as explicitly as you just put it. If we think about the means, motive and opportunity, like in a mystery story, I can’t see the mining guys having the means to do it from their lab.”
“The motive is obvious enough,” I say. The elevator reaches our destination — the Vita’s main level — while I’m talking. “They want to get rich by finding a new fuel source, no matter what, so they can get a million times richer by going to Bayzen and exploiting that planet within an inch of its life, too. The opportunity is clear, since it sounds like their lab is a law unto itself with no oversight or outside access. Like you said, the lack of means could be the only thing stopping them.”
Driver inhales sharply. “So they definitely have a shot lined up, they definitely have a reason to pull the trigger, and we’re just hoping they don’t have any bullets?”
“Pretty much,” I say.
The doors part to reveal a scene much grander than the one we’ve just left.
Where the upper level was characterized by empty space, the opposite is true down here.
Research labs line the outer areas of the Vita’s main level, as well as the limb-like offshoots that extended outwards after launch. The huge middle section, where we are now, is like a much airier version of the Beacon’s central walkway.
Two concentric rings surround the elevator. I wouldn’t call the segmented sections ‘buildings’, but they’re not labs. Units is probably the best word.
The units I can see from here, in the inward-facing section of the innermost ring, range from a fast-food place to a shoe-rental store and a nail salon to a launderette. The Vita really is like a mini city, with all kinds of amenities serving the thousands-strong population.
Most of these are private enterprises, too, having won ERF service contracts before the initial launch. I don’t know what kind of lease agreements were signed, so I don’t know how the economics work or how long these businesses have committed to stay.
What I do know is that researchers are paid very well to be here. And if anyone didn’t already know that, the eye-watering price of a cheeseburger I see on a poster in the fast food store’s window — combined with how busy the store is — would definitely make it clear.
Everywhere I look, I see verve and motion.
The Vita is thriving.
It’s vibrant. It’s busy. It’s loud.
In a word, it’s bustling.
And when some of the people milling around spot us, everything is instantly dialed up to eleven.
“Just smile and keep walking,” Vicki says. “If Chester is still at the school, we’re already most of the way there.”
To be honest, smiling isn’t hard. Everyone who rushes over is ecstatic to see me. They’re ecstatic to see us, with Driver and Laika also getting their share of warm attention.
The “keep walking” part of Vicki’s instruction is a lot more difficult to follow, given the sheer mass of humanity that quickly surrounds us. There are probably only fifty or sixty people, but when they surround us in tightly packed rings that make the area’s concentric circles look miles apart, it feels like a lot more.
“I’ll be speaking at the telescope launch,” I say, raising my voice in an effort to be heard by those at the back of the pack as well as the people closest to us. “We just have to get somewhere right now.”
“But the whole dock is locked down,” a young guy complains. He’s pushed his way to the front, and clearly wants to make the most of that proximity. “We’re not allowed up there. We’ll only see the launch and your speech on TV. You might as well be on Earth! We’re all here now, dude. Can’t you talk to us now? And TV said you weren’t going to come, anyway. What swung it? Do they know something about the Anomaly?”
Just a single audible mention of the word Anomaly is enough to bring a sudden and total hush to the crowd.
This one guy, by obnoxiously inserting himself at the front and saying something like that, has changed the mood so suddenly that his words might as well have been the sound of a gunshot.
Somewhere in the region of ninety-nine percent of the people I meet are warm and pleasant and keen to extend their gratitude for what I did three years ago.
The one percent, like this guy, are the reason I don’t always like leaving the house. They don’t want to say anything about the problems I solved, they only want to ask what I’m doing about the new problem — and why the answer isn’t more.
I didn’t ask for the celebrity that came with defeating Zola once and for all, and I know it’s given my family a very comfortable life. It’s just a shame that there are so often a few bad apples that spoil things for everyone else.
“I’m not leaving right after the launch,” I say, dodging the core issue. “I’ll be around. But we’d appreciate some space right now. Please, don’t crowd Laika.”
The evocation of Laika’s comfort, while stretching the truth since he doesn’t usually mind crowds, works right away. People back up, creating a path for us to continue.
Driver does have to give the guy who questioned me a little shove to get him to move out of the way, but everyone else is understanding and accommodating.
More people rush towards us as we pass through a gap in the inner ring of units and come into their view. They must have heard the initial commotion, I figure, but my presence here is such a surprise that they won’t for a second have thought it had anything to do with me.
“There,” Vicki says, pointing to a very wide unit in the outer ring. The word SCHOOL runs along the top of its facade.
It really isn’t far, just like she said. In the thirty seconds or so it takes us to walk over, someone appears at the window inside. The nature of the lighting makes it impossible to see anything except a silhouette. I figure they must have seen or heard the commotion. The person moves as soon as I see them.
“Chester knows you’re coming,” Vicki says. “Hardly anyone does, but I guess he’ll have told the rest of the school’s staff. They’ll let us in right away.”
“How many kids actually live here?” Driver asks as we near the door.
“I think it’s 170,” Vicki replies. “All the researchers with kids get to live in the family dorms. You guys will love it over there.”
I feel my eyes widen. 170? That’s a lot more than I expected.
It’s a relatively small portion of the Vita’s population, but I didn’t think so many researchers would have taken up the admittedly generous salary bonus that came with bringing their children.
I also don’t fully understand the ERF’s motive for the bonus program. It’s probably something to do with PR. Showing that people feel safe enough to bring their children here could have a lot of value in that regard, I guess. And if the children are being taught with future placements in mind, that in itself could ensure a steady stream of young researchers.
One thing I know Major didn’t want was for the Vita to get the same kind of reputation as the Beacon, where few promising graduates wanted to work given the high average age of its population.
Having some young researchers attracts others, and it sounds like the outreach work of the guy we’re about to meet plays a part in that kind of thing.
The door opens just as we reach it. A woman ushers us inside with an expression that looks like she’s trying to curtail an excited smile.
“Oh my God!” she blurts as soon as the door is closed, letting the smile all the way out. “I thought he was pranking us when he said you were coming. Chester can be a bit of a jokester. You’ll love him.”
We’re in what looks like a kind of lobby area, with an empty front-facing desk where this woman must have been sitting when she saw us coming.
“And you must be Laika,” she says, crouching to smile at him. “I’m Annie.”
“Hello Annie,” the little guy replies. “Laika here to see Chester. Annie know Chester?”
“I sure do,” Annie says. “I’ll take you to him right now.”
I’m going to let Laika out of his cage as soon as we’re in a more enclosed area, even though he hasn’t been complaining and doesn’t usually fly around when he has the chance.
Meanwhile, true to her word, Annie takes us through a door that leads to a narrow corridor. It’s not huge, but it’s big enough and has enough doors to tell me that the school must extend into the back areas of a lot of the other units we saw from outside.
Annie knocks on the third door, in a rhythmic way that seems very much like a coded knock. It comes in two parts, too, with a follow-up pattern after the first. It seems like she’s not just letting him know that it’s her, but also that he shouldn’t open the door too widely.
We’ve already been mobbed twice and I know that children are often particularly excited to see me on Earth — even without the bonus of Laika being with me — so avoiding another crazy few moments would definitely be for the best.
Sure enough, the door opens just a little.
Before I see anyone, I see a whiteboard covered in writing. I can only make out part of it. The top line starts with “Persuasive Language” and then there are some bullet points.
Within a few seconds, a tall man with well-cropped blonde hair and a very toothy smile sneaks out and extends his hand, to Driver first.
“Chester Willoughby,” he grins, surprising us both with an English accent. “Delighted to make your acquaintance, Ms. Reyes.”
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In all the time I’ve known Driver, I’ve never seen anyone call her “Ms. Reyes” and get away with it. There’s usually a correction at the very least, just like if someone calls her by her real first name of Luna, and sometimes she’s a lot firmer than that.
Driver is her name in the truest sense, chosen by her to get away from negative memories and associations of the birth name she was given.
But when it comes from this handsome Englishman in his dulcet tones, she only smiles shyly. “Nice to meet you,” she says after a few seconds. “I’m Driver.”
There it is. The opposite of forceful, but she still corrected him.
“Oh, I know very well who you are,” Chester replies. “And Mr. Barclay… what an honor this is.”
“Ray is fine,” I tell him. He definitely has a charming manner, I’ll give him that.
“Of course. But Clarence Major suggested your whole family would be arriving for a tour,” he goes on. “Has there been a change of plan?”
I explain that there has, which doesn’t trouble Chester at all. He just asks if we can give him a minute or two to wrap up the point he was making to his class, and to assign his students some reading before leaving with us.
They must be at least 13 or 14 years old to be learning about Persuasive Speech, I figure, and he’s clearly comfortable leaving them unattended. It makes sense to think they’ll be pretty well-behaved kids, too, living in a place like this where rules can be easily enforced.
“I do look forward to meeting your children and your lovely wife,” Chester says, opening the door to slip back inside. “But I’m certainly grateful I’ll still have the chance to give you the tour with the lovely young lady you have brought with you. And Vicki, it’s always a pleasure.”
The dimpled grin he sends Driver while delivering the compliment makes her blush in a way I’ve never seen.
“Having fun?” I ask her through a slight chuckle.
“I’m not above sewing your lips shut, Ray,” she replies in her textbook way, without missing a single beat.
Annie excuses herself, leaving the three of us waiting in the corridor.
“He’s a smooth talker,” Vicki says, as if it would be possible for anyone to miss that.
I don’t say anything, preferring to just look at Driver until she catches my eye and half-scowls with a fierceness that would make a lot of people jump. I know her better than anyone, though, so I know she’s all bark and no bite — at least with the few people she really cares about.
Annie returns very quickly, grasping an expensive-looking camera in one hand and a boom microphone in the other. This instantly raises a question so obvious, we don’t even have to ask.
“I help Chester with the station’s outreach work,” Annie explains. “We do double duty here — me on reception, him in the classroom — but today we’re going to film some of your tour for, you know…”
“Propaganda?” I suggest.
She laughs uneasily. “I wouldn’t say that. But yes, for promotional purposes. Your presence is the best selling point for the Vita we’ve ever had, Ray. That goes for both of you, and the bird. But Ray, you’ve been the focus of the ERF recruitment campaigns in the past for the simple reason that your story resonates so strongly. Surviving what happened on the Beacon, against those odds, was like something from an action movie.”
As flattery goes, it’s pretty good. I’ll give her that. Between Annie and Chester, I guess it’s something in the water around here.
“This really is just the kind of boost we’ve been needing,” she goes on. “You probably know that we’re not operating at full capacity, even with so much focus on the Anomaly and the need for interdisciplinary research. Some good video packages and ad campaigns showing you enjoying our facilities will go a long way. Really, just by being here, and especially by bringing your young family, you’re showing a lot of faith in the Vita’s safety and its value in these troubled times. You’ve already seen how pleased everyone is to see you here. What we want is to leverage the strength of your brand and utilize your audience reach to make people on Earth want to come here.”
“Ray is all about brand maximization and leveraging the audience reach,” Driver chimes in. “He hardly talks about anything else. If this can add to his cult of personality, there’s quite literally nothing he won’t do to help.”
“Oh, so I don’t need to explain any of this to you guys,” Annie says, smiling innocently as Driver’s sarcasm flies straight over her head.
Chester emerges a moment or two later, seemingly having wrapped up his “Persuasive Speech” class for now.
“Great, we’re all set,” he smiles, noting Annie’s camera and mic. “Just so everyone is clear on this: you will both have full approval on absolutely everything that will ever broadcast from the footage we film today. Has Annie explained why we’re filming?”
I let Driver answer, expecting another sharply sarcastic quip. Instead, she replies more plainly: “Yeah, she did. There might be a few things we don’t want to talk about, but we’re happy to help.”
Wow. The tone could hardly be more different.
I think she really is quite taken by this guy.
“Wonderful,” Chester smiles, clapping his hands together. “I’ll be sure to get us to the launch area in good time. One quick thing on that: I don’t want to oversell the event itself, because from what I’ve been told it’s really going to be more of a release than a launch. I’ve also gathered that there’s a fair amount of media excitement on Earth, Ray. It’s being set up as a ‘big swing’ moment in our attempts to solve the conundrum of this Anomaly, isn’t it?”
“More or less,” I nod.
He tips his head back in a pensive motion. “Yes. Well, I think that explains why the anticipation levels are more muted here. You see, everyone here knows that countless research teams are already working around the clock to analyze as much data as they can. This new telescope array might not be a magic bullet.”
I glance to Annie, noting that she’s already filming. “But it might,” I say. “The new instrumentation could pick up some kind of solar issue or a more localized radiation source that’s responsible for what we’re seeing, and that would be the first step towards solving it.”
“I very much hope so,” Chester says, smiling widely — weirdly widely, in my eyes — as though he appreciates my optimism even if he doesn’t share it.
“But about the timing of our tour,” I blurt out, thinking out loud. “You said you’ll show us around and then take us to the launch site. The plan we made with Major was that I’d be going back to the dorms with my family for a while in between.”
Chester raises a hand to his chin and scratches it. “I don’t see a lot of time for that, if I’m honest. They’re exploring with him now, aren’t they? Why don’t we give him a call to see how it’s all going? We’ll firm up the plan, shall we?”
Before he even finishes speaking, Chester has his phone out and is making a video call to Major. He certainly does have a persuasive way about him.
“Chester,” Major says, sounding surprised. I walk around to see the phone. “Have you met up with— Ah, Ray! There you are. Excellent. We’re having a fine time, especially Joe. Here, why don’t I show you…”
As Major flips the video to his phone’s rear-facing camera, I see Joe gleefully jumping between two moving walkways that run in opposing directions. To the side, near Major, Eva is happy talking to a young couple while Scarlet plays on the gleaming floor with her favorite building blocks from the bag Eva took with them.
It really does look like they’re having a good time, and that Eva’s idea of splitting up for a while was a good one. The insights Vicki has already given me about Shaun’s fears and the closed-shop mining research lab are potentially helpful, if a little disconcerting, and I don’t think it’s the kind of thing she would have so openly talked about in front of the kids.
“These guys are thinking about staying out and about until we head upstairs for the launch,” Chester says, once again using his silver-tongued ways to subtly shift the plan in his desired direction. Before I can interject with a clarification, he keeps going: “What do you say? If you haven’t taken your team to Orbs yet, how about we all gather there and set up a base until go time?”
“I like the way you think,” Major says.
Eva stands up and walks around beside Major, at which point he changes back to his front-facing camera so we can see them.
“Clarence has been saying we wouldn’t really have long enough in the dorms to make it worth going, Ray,” she says. “Scarlet is doing great and Joe is… well, you can see him. He’ll need something to eat soon. We all will, but he’s running himself in circles.”
She looks happy, no doubt warmed by the great time Joe is having. And going back to the dorms was part of a suggestion she only raised so we could strategically split up, so I know she was never attached to the idea.
“Orbs is the best place for a great bite to eat,” Chester offers. “It’s a coffee shop by day, pub by night. There’s plenty to do and see, spacious private seating where we can all talk in peace, and — for my money — the best views in the solar system. Just give us five minutes to get there. See you then!”
Chester ends the call just like that. I don’t have anything against the new plan, only the slippery way he’s acted and spoken to make it all happen.
“I’d really like some time with Laika in my lab, if you guys are just going for lunch,” Vicki suddenly chimes in. “I mean, if he’s up for it. I’d love to see the research data Lorien sent up, and to hook Laika back up to some of the machines we only have here.”
“Laika stay with Vicki,” he says, rocking his cage in excitement. “Please, Ray Ray?”
“Sure,” I shrug. “Sounds perfect. If you’re sure, Vicki. I’ll get his food from my backpack and the hard drive from my pocket.”
I place Laika’s cage down to get those items, then hand them — and him — over to his old friend.
“See you soon, buddy,” I tell him.
“Bye bye, Ray Ray,” he says, happily flapping his wings.
We all set off without any waiting around, our foursome parting company with Laika and Vicki almost as soon as we step out of the school unit’s front door.
“So, you’re a teacher?” Driver asks Chester, an uncharacteristically girlish lilt in her voice.
I try not to roll my eyes.
I feel like I’ve seen through some of the tricks he uses to get his way without seeming outwardly imposing, but she doesn’t see past that well-practiced smile.
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We walk at a good pace towards Orbs, the café where we’ll meet Major and my family. It sounds like we’ll have some downtime there before the telescope launch, and Chester tells us it isn’t far away.
That’s about all Chester tells us, though, because he’s full of questions of his own.
“So, Ray,” he begins. “About the bird?”
I turn to the side. “What about him?”
“Do you know if there are any more like him? Have researchers created or trained any more to his level of intelligence.
“No,” I say. “We know some of what Zola’s researcher did to make Laika as smart as he is. But the records I found weren’t complete. It’s almost like looking at a handwritten recipe with a corner of the page torn off. And for good reason, there are also bans on invasive neurological animal research.”
Chester nods. “For very good reason. As for Laika, though… Among children, he consistently polls as one of the most interesting parts of the ERF’s recent history. And among adults, the animal translation device your friends are working on with him consistently polls as one of the research projects of greatest interest. If you’ll pardon the pun, Bayzen feels light years away from most people’s everyday lives. But a device that could let them talk to their cats and dogs? Name a price and they’ll pay it.”
Annie takes several quick steps forward. They place her right in front of me before I answer. She’s constantly filming, which I don’t mind too much. But her move makes me slow down quite abruptly, since she’s now walking backwards and having to glance over her shoulder every so often.
“I think we’re still a long way from consumer applications like that,” I say, bursting the bubble. “There have been some good breakthroughs, though. Everyone knows about Laika’s unusual brain. We all know it came from the genetic engineering one of Zola’s researchers did on the Beacon. It was the Wild West up there, but Laika is one good thing that came from it. The changes have made his brain a kind of bridge between other animals’ brains and our own.”
“What kinds of breakthroughs, specifically?” Chester pushes. “Only things that can be publicly disclosed, of course. I’ve seen the telepathy trick on TV, with the shapes. Has there been any further developments on that?”
“That’s not telepathy,” I tell him. “First, Lorien instructed Laika to think of a circle. His brainwaves were recorded by the special headset he wears for the test. She then gave the headset to a human volunteer. Next, she broadcast the recorded neuro-signals in a way she could explain much better than me. Lastly, the person picked out a circular object from the choices in front of them. It worked every time, with different shapes and objects. There’s no magic. No psychic powers. Nothing like that. The same kind of applications have been tested among humans, with varying degrees of success. Some bionic body parts use brainwaves in a similar kind of way, too. It’s really not my field, so I’m not the guy to ask. I don’t even know if I’m using the right words to describe the parts I do know about. I’m sure Vicki will be happy to talk to you.”
Chester nods. “Great, thanks. I’ll ask her later.”
What I don’t say is that Lorien has told me that this kind of research could enable something much greater. She’s mentioned something that does sound closer to technology-driven “telepathic” communication. She’s also mentioned that it could be here much sooner than most people would guess.
The idea is pretty simple. It all rests upon a person’s thoughts being translated — using that very loose word — into a digital signal. From there, the thoughts could be remotely broadcast from a device on one person’s head to a device on another person’s head. The process could be reversed on receipt, with the digital signal being re-formed into an understandable thought.
If it all works out, the process would work in real-time.
I’ve read about this kind of thing in the past, with the term “technopathic” coming up a few times. Far more so than the idea of talking to pets, this is a byproduct of Laika’s research work that could seriously change the world in a pretty short amount of time.
Another aspect excites me, though. Like Joe is utterly obsessed with space, as a child I used to absolutely love anything related to robots and especially mechs.
The idea of controlling a huge mech suit is pretty much the ultimate power fantasy, and I literally wore out several comic books I had where the main character was a young boy who found a mech suit and went from a helpless weakling to the strongest and coolest kid around.
That’s not realistic, but putting on some kind of suit to remotely control a robot like my old friend Bex would be infinitely better than the old-style joystick controls. And where things get really cool is the prospect of controlling a robot without having to wear anything besides a headset to map and broadcast my thoughts.
While Lorien and Vicki work on animal to human communication, their initial work to map and digitize thoughts is also encouraging other researchers to work seriously on human to human and human to robot communication. And more than almost anyone knows, Laika has been the catalyst for a lot of it.
“If there’s anything else on animals, we could wrap that up now,” Annie chimes in.
“None of the other recent news I’ve heard from animal researchers is very positive,” I go on.
When Annie keeps her boom mic focused tightly on me, I take it as a sign to go on.
“The thought-mapping and emotion-mapping techniques they’ve developed while studying Laika also work, to varying extents, on other highly intelligent animals,” I explain. “That’s why we know that apes experience heightened stress levels when they look to the sky if visible effects of the Anomaly are present. The new cloud formations and auroras make them uneasy. They feel fear. We have good baseline data on them looking at other kinds of weather and other kinds of threats, so the researchers are confident in the findings. Besides that, I know young primate babies are exhibiting hearing issues on a similar scale to human infants. We share very similar physiology, obviously, and we share the same sky, too.”
Looking a little downbeat by my answer, Chester segues to a new topic as we continue our walk around what feels like a large part of the outer circle of leisure and retail units.
“You mentioned the Beacon as being something of a Wild West back in the day,” he says. “There has been some suggestion the Balena has taken up that mantle, with far less research restrictions than there are here in fields such as artificial intelligence. Do you know much about that? If not, Ms. Reyes… or Driver as you prefer… perhaps you would have some insight, given that you’ve been there in a high-ranking role for quite some time?”
I turn to Driver, raising my eyebrows slightly in a silent instruction to not say too much, in case there’s anything big that I don’t know about.
“I don’t know much about any of that,” she shrugs.
Good.
I don’t distrust Chester in any serious way, beyond the fast-talking salesman vibe he gives off, but with cameras in our faces I don’t want anything coming out that’s supposed to be under wraps. There can be all kinds of reasons for research to have to stay under the radar, and not all of them are nefarious.
The Balena is its own world, pretty much, and a lot of the AI research that goes on there is building upon the work Zola was doing to upload the mind of a trusted worker from his demented Valerio Institute.
That whole thing has been a legal and ethical minefield. Some of the savant teenage boys from the Institute, who Zola planned to use as great minds to develop the new world of Bayzen as perfectly as possible, opted to stay on the Balena.
Only the ones at the older end of the spectrum were deemed legally capable of making that decision. The younger boys, and the older ones who didn’t want to stay, have gone into various kinds of care on Earth.
We liberated them when we took Zola down, but we couldn’t save Carlo — their primary caretaker — whose mind Zola had been uploading into an Artificial Intelligence he hoped would continue to care for the boys since Carlo’s aging body couldn’t make the trip.
I’m glad we were able to save the boys and free them from the constrained lives they’d been forced to live, but in all honesty I prefer not to think about the Valerio Institute at all.
The AI work on the Balena has involved reverse-engineering much of what Zola’s team had already done, since the high-ranking officials who outlived him went out of their way to destroy as many records as possible before they were forced to surrender and give up the Balena with their tails between their legs.
I’m not really kept in the loop on much of what goes on with that kind of research. I would be if I asked, I’m sure, but the Anomaly has left no room to think about any of it.
Driver is bound to know more than me, purely since she lives there and mingles with researchers in various disciplines. But even though she’s clearly smitten by this Chester character, she’s still got enough of her wits about her to know that she shouldn’t get into it.
I do know that aside from the bizarre Mind Upload stuff they’re trying to fully understand, the Balena’s research teams are also making huge advances in the broader field of machine learning. I think some of that comes from building upon surviving ZolaCore data, but the important thing is that it’s moving ahead quickly.
Lorien has told me that some of her work with Laika has benefitted from remote access to their new deep machine-learning and natural language processing tools. Some of the most powerful computers in existence are being fed masses of data in pursuit of a truly excellent AI model, capable of analyzing and translating huge quantities of language — and even thought patterns — with increasingly promising accuracy.
It’s the kind of thing that will look sudden when they present it to the world, but as a former researcher I know that no success ever really comes overnight. Success comes from all the people working overnight on the systems and technologies that could go on to benefit humanity — and our animal friends — in ways we haven’t even considered yet.
“Can you tell us anything at all about any exciting research on the Balena?” Chester asks Driver, trying again.
She pauses for a second before replying. “Well, in my flight training division we’ve been doing a lot of work with—”
All of a sudden, she utters a harsh gasp and grabs my shoulders.
“Robots!” she blurts out.
As I follow her eyes, I see what she’s talking about.
Orbs, the cafe we’re heading to, is now in sight. But right in front of it, there are two humanoid robots staring straight at us.
I like to think I am pretty looped in on most of what goes on around here, but I had no idea there was an active robotics division.
My heart rate rockets when the robots start walking towards us. Marching would be a better word, really — and marching menacingly at that.
I can’t help but think back to our final moments on the Beacon, when Bex, made violent by the so-called autonomy chip Zola had activated within her, tried to kill us.
“Do you know anything about those robots that are coming straight for us?” I ask Chester, trying to not sound too frightened even though I’d probably be hiding behind someone else’s shoulders if there was a suitable shield within reach.
When he replies, the tone of his voice makes me even more worried than the words:
“Ray… I wish I could say yes.”
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Up ahead, I see Major step out of the unit we were heading towards until the robots appeared in our way.
Taking my lead from his expression and demeanor, my breathing relaxes.
“Ah, don’t worry,” he calls, rushing towards us.
We’re not being swarmed now like we were when we first emerged into public view. That’s partly because the initial novelty has worn off and partly because Chester has exhibited a firm manner in quietly dispersing crowds with hand gestures and terse glances.
Major overtakes the robots and continues until he reaches us.
“I didn’t mean to frighten you,” he says. “These are our Safety Bots. The system has clearly noticed that you’ve been attracting a lot of attention. If too many people congregate within a small space, the bots will arrive to safely control the crowd. Think of them as crossing guards corralling children across the street, or maybe sheepdogs herding a flock. And before you say anything else: they are explicitly coded to never make contact with a human being, even for protective purposes. They would break down walls to save you from a burning room, but they won’t pull you out of the flames.”
I look at him like he’s crazy.
Hell, let me rephrase that: I scowl at him, because he is crazy.
“Are these working on autonomy chips?” I ask, noticing at a closer distance that the robots are Robex-3s. That means they’re direct upgrades of the Robex-2 I got to know as Bex during my sanity-testing period with nothing for company besides a powerful robot and a snarky parrot.
I used her abilities to gain access to locked rooms, which literally saved my life as well as quite possibly billions of lives on Earth. But just days later, under Zola’s control, she became an apex killing machine.
“Seriously,” I go on. “What is it with guys like you never learning from mistakes? Why is someone almost being killed never enough?”
Major literally waves his hand to dismiss my concern. “Are you thinking about what almost happened to you two on VZ Day? Ray, you know fine well that Zola programmed that robot to kill. We have programmed these to protect.”
With everything else going on in my mind, about the upcoming launch and the meeting I hope to have with Shaun as soon as possible, I don’t have the mental energy to point out all the reasons I think Major is being foolish to put so much faith in his so-called Safety Bots.
I don’t plan to be here for long, and if Major and the others are content then it’s them who have to live here and deal with it all. We’ll be gone soon.
“Just keep them away from my family,” I insist.
“Well, the whole idea is that they decide where their presence can best serve our population’s safety,” Major replies. “I don’t keep them anywhere, they just spend almost all of their time in hibernation.”
“That must be why I’ve never seen them,” Chester intersects.
Major nods. “Nothing dangerous happens here, Ray, as you might have gathered. These Bots are simply responding to a crowding issue at the moment. Your group has been identified as the reason for any mobbing that might have occurred, or you’ve been predicted as the subjects of some likely future mobbing. I’d imagine the Bots will stay outside Orbs to make sure too many people don’t try to come in. We’ve closed it off for the public, anyway, just until the launch, but this will ensure there is no mass gathering once word gets out that you’re sitting inside.”
“Can you turn them off?” I ask. “Is there a hard kill-switch?”
Major walks towards one of the Bots and presses a recessed button on the back of its head. “I’m not a fool,” he says. “There’s a lot more to the programming than I explained, too. Not just one rule, and not just Asimov’s three. Reality is somewhat more complicated. These Safety Bots can act autonomously and they can be programmed to carry out long chains of detailed instructions, with adaptive reasoning at every stage to deliver the best results within the given parameters and stated order of priorities. But whatever parameters and priorities are given in explicit instructions, the core rule of avoiding intentional contact can never be overridden.”
When Major disables the robot, it squeezes its hands into fists before fully reopening them with all fingers extended as its whole body stiffens into a stationary position. All of a sudden, it’s a metallic statue.
“Expecting machines to protect people is still a dangerous game,” I sigh uneasily. “It’s the same kind of discussions we’ve had to have about self-driving cars, and whether if there’s going to be an unavoidable collision they should divert to kill one person rather than keep going straight and kill five.”
Major now narrows his eyes like I’m crazy. “Divert to kill the one,” he says. “Because if it calculates that a collision is truly unavoidable, the correct way to phrase that decision isn’t killing one, it’s saving four.”
“So what if the one was a dissident?” I ask. “What if the five were never in danger, but the car is programmed to take the one out, with the plausible deniability that a car could never decide to kill someone in cold blood? When you have a programmable system, you run the risk of it being hacked or overridden by malicious outsiders. And when you have large, powerful machines capable of making decisions that can kill people, I think the stakes are too high to be messing around like that. It’s a chance we don’t have to take.”
Major looks around the rest of the group, but no one else steps in on either side of the argument. “Agree to disagree,” he shrugs. “The Safety Bots are just the tip of our security iceberg, anyway. We have a fully integrated smart system designed to keep everyone safe with the minimum necessary human oversight, and thus the minimal room for human error. This isn’t the Beacon, Ray. If something were to go wrong, the affected areas could be sealed off instantly. There are no saboteurs here, but our monitoring systems and reactive procedures would stop one from getting far even if there somehow was.”
I decide to hold my tongue on this one. My analogy about the cars didn’t get through to Major, so I don’t see much sense in telling him that making systems overly complicated and interconnected can lead to unnecessary problems, too.
We saw that in action — or inaction, more to the point — when Zola’s attacks destroyed the electrical grid and countless crucial satellites. In a world where tractors and firetrucks need a live internet connection to start up, the recovery was even slower and tougher than it would have been if previous generations hadn’t leaned so heavily into the idea of connectivity for its own sake.
Taking my silence as a sign that the conversation is over, Major reactivates his booted-down Safety Bot and encourages us to join him in walking the rest of the short distance towards Orbs.
Satisfied that the Safety Bots can at least be switched off so easily, I head for the cafe. It’s good to know we can power them down, but my main hope is that they won’t be needed at all…
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The sign above the unit’s entrance consists of a visually pleasing neon light, with two words — ORBITAL BREWS — separated by a flashing coffee cup. There’s a real retro vibe to it.
And everyone around here calls it Orbs for short, I guess, since that’s what both Major and Chester have referred to it.
As we walk in, I’m very taken by the design of the place, too. At first I can’t see any other patrons, until I hear the sound of Joe’s excited voice and follow it up to a mezzanine-like area above us.
“Is that a real window?” I ask. Because behind Joe, what looks like a hugely expansive glass window is looking out into the vastness of space.
Major holds his hand out towards the wooden stairway that leads up.
A lot of the furniture and surroundings are wooden. At first I thought it would be a lighter material made to look like wood, but the feel of it is very convincing, too. Our feet make a solid sound as I ascend the stairs, and the handrail is smooth in a pleasingly robust kind of way.
Joe belatedly notices us, looking over with a huge grin on his face. “Driver, hey! And Dad… this is so cool!” he beams. “Come and play!”
When I get all the way up, it’s impossible to tear my eyes away from the view.
I say the view, but to be honest it’s really the window that impresses me. Don’t get me wrong: I could never get sick of seeing Earth from space, even if I would massively prefer not to see those troubling auroras. It’s just that what’s new to me is the realization that a window this big is practically possible in orbit, let alone that it already exists.
After experiencing the convincingness of the window-screens on the spaceplane that brought us here, I’m hesitant to take the realness of this window at face value. But as I look closely for any sign of a frame at the edge or any imperfection in the view, my search comes up blank and my mind starts to really believe.
“Check this out,” Joe says, calling me away from the window while Driver walks the other way to hug Eva — who’s sitting by a coffee table — after so long without seeing each other in the flesh.
I turn around and see that he’s playing on what looks like a regular pool table. A second glance reveals that while it’s built like a pool table, the similarity ends there.
Joe is holding a cue, but there’s only one ball. The table’s surface looks like a tough hole on a mini-golf course, complete with a variety of space themed obstacles.
It’s all three-dimensional and it all looks great from every angle, leading me to think there has to be some new projection technology at play.
I watch as Joe plays an impressively good pool-slash-golf shot, striking the virtual ball with his real cue and accurately landing near a windmill which scoops it up and drops it on Saturn’s rings for a slow and winding descent towards the hole on the other side.
After hesitating near the cup, the ball disappears. A rattling sound completes the effect, really making it seem like the ball has fallen into a hole when really it’s all been cutting-edge visual trickery.
“Nice one!” Eva congratulates him, calling from her small coffee table to my right. She’s sitting in a very comfortable looking leather armchair, eating what looks like pasta from a muted blue china plate.
My brain takes a second contextualizing the position of this mezzanine relative to the rest of the unit and the station as a whole. The best I can figure out is that because the main lower level is so much wider than the upper dock level, I’m now at the edge of the upper level despite having felt like I wasn’t particularly near the edge of the lower level when I stepped into the café.
Slightly beyond Eva, I see Scarlet playing around in an enclosed structure full of soft climbing blocks and other fun things. I walk over to see them after congratulating Joe on his hole-in-one and promising to have a shot of my own in a few minutes.
Scarlet is happy to see me and quick to tell me so, but not half as happy as I am to see the wide smile on her face. She has been an angel since we left home, enduring multiple legs of a long journey with hardly any complaints. She has been quieter than normal, probably from the sensory overload, but she’s now looking happier and freer than she has for a long time.
Life on Earth has been increasingly stressful since the Anomaly’s effects became clear, and I think even young children are more aware of and reactive to their parents’ moods than we sometimes give them credit for. A change of scenery can go a long way, but in this case I think something bigger is at play.
The fact that Scarlet’s sensory problems have been getting worse is the primary reason I’ve been so obsessively focused on the Anomaly for so long. It’s why Eva and I had to take this one chance to try to get to the bottom of it, despite the risks of making the journey and being present here feeling like big ones to take.
But because I’ve been so focused on tackling the issues that’s been causing her problems, I haven’t really thought until now that up here — in orbit, and on the other side of the auroras — she might not even be experiencing any symptoms.
Because of how new all of this is and how hard to objectively measure the problems, we don’t know for sure if young children’s overly sensitive ears are picking up a sound on some kind of new Anomaly-related frequency that only they can hear, or if physiological changes are causing them to have these reactions to frequencies that have always been there but didn’t bother previous generations.
Like in so much of this, there seems to be infinitely more unknowns than knowns — infinitely more questions than answers.
I crouch down and listen to everything Scarlet wants to tell me about the games she’s been inventing in her play area, right until she thinks of a new one and turns around to put theory into action.
“How are her ears up here?” I ask Eva, walking over to her table.
“She’s doing okay,” she shrugs. “She has asked about Laika a few times, trying to make sure he’s okay, too. Where is he, anyway?”
“With Vicki,” I explain. “So there’s no real difference with Scarlet’s sensitivity to certain sounds and frequencies? I just had the thought that it might be better here, away from the auroras and all.”
Eva gives a slight shake of her head. “I disabled her aid for a second and she did react to the difference, so something does still trouble her, but she didn’t react as much as she would at home. I mentioned it to Major and he said they have state-of-the-art sound machines everywhere, even better than the one we have, so that explains it. Kids here are having the same physical problems, they’re just not noticing it as much as kids on Earth because there are better mitigations here.”
Okay — that tells me something. In fact, I think it might tell me quite a lot.
Because if the Anomaly was really being caused by mining researchers recklessly bombarding Earth with untested radiation, why would the effects be felt here? If someone in a lab up here is somehow firing those proverbial bullets at Earth, why are people here getting hit, too?
I’m not quite back to square one, but my mind is whirring faster than ever in search of an angle that makes sense.
Eva doesn’t know about the Vita-to-Earth radiation theory yet. And as if to save me from internally debating whether there’s any benefit in getting into that now, Major appears at the top of the stairs just as I sit down.
He tells Driver that Chester is waiting at the coffee bar to make her order, which she takes as her cue to go back downstairs.
When he reaches us, he asks Eva how she’s enjoying her spaghetti.
“Perfect,” Eva replies, clearly meaning it.
Major then asks me how I’ve enjoyed my time with Chester so far, seeking to confirm that his questioning hasn’t been overly personal or invasive.
Although I level with Major that I don’t particularly like the guy’s mannerisms, I relay that nothing he’s said or asked has been particularly irksome.
I would never mention anything about Driver being so obviously into the guy. But as it turns out, I don’t have to. In the few minutes Major has spent with them while I’ve been reuniting with my family up here, he’s already spotted it.
He wastes no time in making a harmless quip.
“He does have quite the accent…” Eva chimes in, having heard him over Major’s phone a little while ago.
Major stands up and pats me on the shoulder with a chuckle. “Don’t worry, Ray, I’ll keep an eye on him for you. I do want to talk before the launch, so feel free to come down for a coffee and chat. There’s no rush, though. Eva and the kids are going to stay here rather than go to the dorms. It’s more comfortable here, to be honest. Especially when there are no other customers! And you really can’t beat that view.”
“Is it real?” I ask. “The window, I mean?”
Almost looking affronted, Major raises his eyebrows in surprise at the question. “This isn’t like the spaceplane, Ray. For me, it’s real or nothing.”
With a wink, Major leaves us to it.
I then spend a pleasant few minutes just sitting with Eva as she sips her coffee. It’s a welcome moment of calm. She encourages me to take Major up on his offer of a warm cup when I get back to talking to him, and I will.
I also mention that I’m thinking about coming back here after the launch, for a trivia night event Vicki mentioned. I don’t want to dump too much on Eva, so I don’t say it’s related to a lead on what might be going on. But with Vicki’s recent trivia partner being a woman who works in a lab that’s granted similar privacy levels as the potentially Anomaly-causing mining researchers’ base, it definitely is.
When Joe comes over to ask if I want to play the next round of nine holes with him, I gladly accept the offer.
I glance down from the mezzanine’s balcony. I see Driver and Chester playing a game of holographic darts downstairs. They’re throwing real magnetic darts at a large area of the wall which is covered in moving targets. Again, it’s space themed. They’re having fun, with no camera in sight while Annie chats to Major over a drink in front of a very convincing virtual fireplace.
Okay. I’ll just come out and say it: I love this place.
Joe shows me all of the various options on his futuristic pool table before we start.
“There are board games and card games built into all of the regular tables like mine, too,” Eva calls over, noticing that we’re navigating through the menu screen. “The pool table is only for ball games.”
I give a thumbs-up of thanks.
“I like the ball games,” Joe says, so this is where we stay.
We play a full nine-hole round of pool-golf, and Joe beats me so comfortably that I don’t think I could use his half-hour of prior experience as any kind of excuse.
He wants to play again, which is nice, but I tell him I should probably talk to Major and see how much time is left over before the launch. He tells me he understands, in a way that sounds like he really does, and happily sets up a new one-player round for himself.
I wave over to Eva and Scarlet on my way down the stairs. Major hears me coming and is waiting at the bottom. He’s ready to guide me to the bar counter for a drink.
“It’s counter service or machine service,” he explains with a grin. “I figured you would like the human touch over the robotic. They make all kinds of cocktails, too. Some even use botanical flavorings from the hydroponic herb garden. Orbs is a marvelous place, really. By day and by night.”
I nod. “And Vicki mentioned a trivia night?”
“Oh, it’s the main event in our weekly calendar!” Major replies. There’s a proud glint in his eyes I haven’t often seen. “Tonight is the monthly special, too. You’ve picked the right day to arrive, if you think you’ll still have any energy left in you after the launch. I know it’s been a long day. Fortunately, you’ve also picked the right place for a pick me up! I’d personally recommend the single source Peruvian espresso.”
“I might make it to the event,” I say, taking a slow breath in preparation to drop a very loaded question. “Vicki said she often has space on her team. She plays with someone… Simone, I think it was, who works in an interesting-sounding lab. Mineral Synthesis, is it? You mentioned that there has been some exciting work going on in that division, but Vicki said Simone doesn’t talk about it very much. Do you think Simone will be here again tonight? I’d like to find out what kind of work she does in there.”
Major holds my eyes, looking suddenly tense. “In the politest possible way, Ray… I’d encourage you not to pry too much on Simone’s work. Not in public, and certainly not in front of Chester’s camera.”
“Why?” I ask.
“I’ve said all I’m going to say,” he replies. He then rings a bell on the counter to call for service from the barista who must be in the back.
His expression softens, clearly with no small effort, as the barista appears.
I won’t push it for now, when someone else is listening…
But I know I’ve hit on something.
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The smiling male barista talks me through my options, insisting that my order will be on the house.
I insist on paying, until Major tells me not to worry about it. I accept his assurance that “the house” will mean the establishment, and that this kindly worker won’t be covering my bill.
Major’s recommendation of the Peruvian espresso sounds good. But really, so does everything else the barista suggests. We reach a quick decision once he asks what I’d like to eat. He’s so adamant that an order of spaghetti to follow Eva’s lead would pair much better with something lighter, I can’t bring myself to argue.
“Light is fine as long as it keeps me awake through the trivia night,” I say with a chuckle, noting a poster on the wall. As I look closer, I see that today’s date is highlighted — like Major said — as a special edition.
A special costume party edition.
“I don’t have to dress up, right?” I ask.
The man looks at Major first, who I see grinning at my side. “Well, actually…”
“Okay,” I sigh.
If this is what I’ll have to do to get into a trivia night that could also attract Simone and maybe even the lesser-sighted Shaun, to be very optimistic, I guess I can do it. And it’ll be worth it to see Driver fight the awkwardness of dressing up in front of Chester, since I know she won’t be able to turn down a challenge.
“Great!” the barista exclaims. “There’s an award for best homemade costume, but I doubt you’re going to have time for that. Most participants borrow one of our rental costumes. They go on a first-come-first-served basis. It’s a rotational system to decide the order of who gets to choose first. All of that means there aren’t many choices left.”
He taps on the countertop, bringing up a digital screen, then navigates to the costume rental menu. I have two very quick reactions when the options come up, one negative and one positive.
The negative comes from how few choices there are and how little the appeal. The positive comes from knowing Driver will be left with whatever I don’t choose.
We have a playful relationship like the kind I had with a lot of my male friends in high school and college. It’s the kind where the real feelings of warmth we have for each other are often hidden under banterous comments and mischievous pranks or setups. To onlookers who don’t understand the dynamic, it might seem mean-spirited.
Major would get it, but I know the barista wouldn’t. That’s why I don’t share my glee at what I’m leaving behind when I select the best of a bad bunch as my own choice.
“Nice choice, Mr. Barclay,” the barista says. I don’t know if he’s looking at a different picture from the one I see or if he’s just being nice, but he seems to actually mean it. “The alien costume will be delivered to your dorm in time for you to change.”
“Thanks,” I say.
I look to the left of the virtual screen and see that there’s a menu option to show a list of registered attendees for tonight’s event. I scroll quickly, looking for some names I recognize — and for one in particular.
I see Vicki, I see Simone, and then a little further down I see the one I was seeking: Shaun.
“Oh, nice, some of my old friends are coming,” I say. “Vicki… Shaun…”
The barista looks down at the list, which is upside-down from his perspective on the other side of the counter. “Oh yeah, Shaun is here every week. He hasn’t selected a costume this time, though, so unless he’s had time to work on a DIY costume, or re-use one of his old ones, I don’t know if he’ll make it tonight. If someone shows up without a costume, they have to buy a round for the whole place.”
“You really take this whole dressing up thing seriously around here, huh?” I ask with a chuckle.
“It keeps people smiling,” the guy replies, with a warm smile of his own.
It’s a little disappointing not to have a guarantee that Shaun will be here tonight, but it’s hardly surprising that he hasn’t had time to choose a costume with all the pre-launch work he’s been doing. Being able to talk to him before tomorrow would be a bonus I’m not counting on, and at the very least I think I’ll be able to search out his regular trivia teammates. By asking them some careful questions, I could put some of the pieces together about what else he’s been up to and what he might have found.
The barista then hands me my coffee, which has been brewing behind him, and asks which table he should bring my spaghetti to when it’s ready.
“He’ll be with me,” Major says.
I thank the guy and set off with Major, who leads me to a nice pub-style booth.
Chester and Driver call over that they’ll join us, too, but first they want to finish up one more game.
I look across and see them laughing together over a “test your strength” game, which involves punching a softened section of the wall that can be holographically covered in a projection of the puncher’s choosing.
Driver lays the smackdown on a generic-looking old-time bank robber, which I know has some relevance to her past that Chester won’t understand. When he chooses a boxer on his turn, the background on the wall transforms to an outrageously convincing image of a boxing ring.
The holographic projection technology here really is next-level, crushing everything I’ve seen before.
While Chester gets a higher score in absolute terms, the screen reports that it falls in the bottom quarter of scores for men in his weight range. Driver, on the other hand, is not only in the top quarter for her sex and weight. Within her categories, she’s the overall number one.
That doesn’t surprise me one bit, given how much more athletic she looks today compared to the already super-fit woman who helped me consign Ignacio Zola’s diabolical plan to the waste bin of history.
What does surprise me is that she doesn’t gloat, over either her exceptional score or Chester’s mediocre-at-best effort. If that had been me in his place, I would never hear the end of it. There’s an obvious explanation, of course, and my mind landed on it a long time ago.
It’s only been a few hours, but with the way I see them looking at each other I think they’re both coming to terms with it, too.
“Having fun, kids?” I ask as they sit down. I fire an overly warm smile at Driver, who is the only one to recognize it as such.
She rolls her eyes.
“Driver was just telling me about the Bayzen Room on the Balena,” Chester says. “Have any of you heard about it?”
He says any of us rather than either of us because Annie is now at the table, too. She isn’t filming or recording our voices, at least in any non-furtive way.
“I haven’t,” Major says.
Annie and I shake our heads, too. Chester turns to Driver, letting her explain.
Her eyes light up like dinner plates, like they always do when she talks about the Bayzen Project in general. I think she’s avoided talking too much about Bayzen today largely because she knows we’re facing real problems on Earth, including and especially with Scarlet.
“The room is amazing,” she beams. “Think of all of the projection tech you see here, but imagine it’s all put to use in a three-dimensional, ultra-realistic walk-in booth. Now picture it taking our latest observation data from Bayzen and turning it into adaptive visualizations that change as you move around. We can see an AI generation of the planet as a whole, constantly updated based on the real data we have. But the best part is that you can also have a more speculative view of the surface, like you’re actually standing on it. There’s a confidence interval stat, and obviously that’s a lot lower for the surface-based views than the planetary ones. But once these new telescopes go live and start giving us all kinds of new data, the AI algorithms will have a lot more to work with. It’s like looking into the future, at what it’ll be like when we really get there.”
Everyone is rapt by Driver’s description, which does sound extremely cool. But all I can think about is the last thing she said: when we really get there.
Bayzen is four light years away, which is almost too far to get my head around. The fact that Zola was working on a plan to get there has convinced a lot of people that it really is possible, but the idea of it happening within any of our lifetimes is one I struggle with.
I never want to dampen Driver’s spirit, and I know how hard she works on the Balena on the small parts of the mission she can control, like training pilots and maintenance workers. I just don’t know how healthy it is for her to invest so much in something so far-fetched. But there were a lot of naysayers when I set out to prove that theocite, in the right laboratory conditions, could be massively enriched with something as plentifully available as BioZol.
Sometimes the naysayers are wrong.
My success with theocite is what made Zola think a mission to Bayzen was viable, given how efficient the new fuel is, but we all know that the first step of safely accessing the amount of theocite the journey requires is just about the least straightforward undertaking imaginable.
“I would love to film in that room one day,” Chester says. “It sounds incredible. And speaking of filming, it would be good to get a little footage of us just chatting in here, enjoying the ambiance and discussing some of the important topics.”
Major gives a curt nod.
“What kind of topics?” I ask uneasily.
Because all of a sudden, I don’t like where this is going.
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Chester glances at Annie, holding his reply until everything is recording again.
“The Bayzen Project faces some significant hurdles,” he says, addressing Driver in an on-camera voice that isn’t at all different to his regular speech. “Assuming the internal mission logistics regarding suspended animation, renewable resources and everything like that can be ironed out, the real sticking point is that the whole mission is dependent on securing enough enriched theocite, or some form of substitute fuel, to make the journey possible at all, let alone within any given timeframe.”
Driver glances at me and then back to Chester. “I didn’t spot the question in that.”
“Do you think enough is being done to obtain the fuel your Bayzen Project needs?” Chester asks, more explicit than I expected him to be.
“I think we have to respect the safety processes,” she replies, and in my eyes it’s the perfect way to phrase it.
“But we can’t have it all ways,” Chester says, taking what seems like it’s going to be a more adversarial interviewing tack. “Ray, I think you could probably speak with more authority than anyone to reassure some concerned members of Earth’s population that safely handled theocite is no threat to anyone. Some people are scared of theocite itself, and others have been misled into believing that mining activities have caused certain recent problems. It would be helpful for the scientific community as a whole if you could say something to assure people that theocite mining is nothing to be feared.”
I don’t say anything.
People say and believe all kinds of things about the cost-benefit analysis of theocite mining, and I don’t think it’s for Chester to brazenly say anyone with a different view to his own has been misled.
There are those who think theocite mining for useful applications on Earth should be allowed under very carefully monitored conditions, but that taking any risks to enable a trip to Bayzen isn’t worth it. In their view, it’s not worth damaging one good world in the pursuit of another potentially habitable one.
There are people like Driver who are all-in on the Bayzen mission and think it can benefit humanity in almost unimaginable ways, thus justifying more mining, more quickly, than is currently happening.
I’m somewhere in the middle, with a preference on further exploration and excavation on our relatively unexplored Moon, where one meaningful deposit has been detected and others could yet be hiding.
“Maybe just something to the effect that you’ve studied theocite for years and know it isn’t inherently dangerous,” he goes on, flat-out coaching me on the reply he wants for his little propaganda films.
I want to reply that I’d feel a lot more comfortable talking about the safety of mining-related processes if the mining researchers here would open up their lab for a safety audit, but I’d be barking up the wrong tree.
“I think it would be irresponsible of me to speak over the heads of the ERF’s environmental safety officers, Chester,” I reply, keeping a neutral tone and expression.
He signals for Annie to cut the recording. “I think that’s enough for now. We’ll catch up again at the launch, okay? See you all then.”
Chester smiles to Driver as he gets up, but he and Annie are gone without another word.
“I didn’t put him up to that,” Major says. “Or to rephrase… I didn’t put him up to that specifically. I did set it up for Chester to give you a tour and record it for promotional use, but I didn’t ask him to push for a Ray Barclay theocite-mining seal of approval. I wasn’t a big fan of the tone he took with you there, either, so I’ll talk to him about that privately later.”
“I’m not a big fan of his tone a lot of the time,” I admit. I’m not one for talking bad about people behind their back, but it’s hard to be candid when Annie always had that camera and I have no real way of knowing it’s not running. “He’s a fast talker, smooth talker, persuasive talker… and if you ask me, he’s an all-round schmooze. But that’s just me. Driver, you seem to like him enough, huh?”
She sends me a stern look — one that carries the tone of this conversation away from those of our usual playful exchanges. “And what the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing at all,” I say, holding my palms out. “All I’m going to say is: he’s a professional talker, Driver. He’ll tell you whatever you want to hear to get whatever it is he wants.”
“You’re not my dad, Ray,” she sighs. “All I’m going to say is that only one of us has been to jail for believing the wrong guy’s bullshit and thinking he was someone he wasn’t… and it ain’t you. Believe me: my guard is higher than yours.”
My spaghetti arrives during an awkward silence.
“I’ll leave you to it,” Major says, excusing himself from the oppressive silence. “The pre-launch is only ninety minutes away and the countdown will begin just after that, so I’ll see you both upstairs then, okay? Don’t be late. The elevator will be sealed off for non-approved personnel but I’ll have a human security officer on duty to make sure you get through. And Ray, bring the family. Joe will love it, and that really will give us some top-tier video footage to ease people’s minds as well as make this place a more desirable research destination.”
“Do we really get to review everything Chester and Annie film?” I ask. “Before a single second of anything I do or say is broadcast?”
“You do and I do,” Major confirms. “Good looking out, though. That’s another reason why you have the value you do, Ray: you keep your eyes open to the right things.”
On that note, Major takes his leave.
I sigh and turn to Driver, keen to kill the awkwardness. “Listen, I wasn’t trying to tell you how to—”
“I know,” she cuts me off. “Major’s right. You are good at looking out. Sometimes you just look too hard, Ray. I can take care of myself, okay? Trust me.”
“Got it,” I say. I wasn’t trying to overstep, but I still don’t regret saying what I said. “So anyway, are you going to eat?”
“Yeah, I think so. We should get the guy to bring my food upstairs, though, so we can hang with Eva and the kids. I’d like that.”
“Me, too,” I smile. “Then we’ll all go straight to the launch. Oh, but when you’re ordering, make sure you register for the trivia thing tonight. The researcher Vicki mentioned from the Mineral Synthesis lab is coming. She has a private lab, like the miners, so we can definitely find out some info on how the privacy works.”
Driver heads to the bar while I get to work on my spaghetti. A minute or so later, I hear her groan: “No way. Are you serious?”
I grin to myself again at the thought of her having to put on one of the remaining costume choices.
If the launch goes to plan, I’m hoping Shaun will be free to talk once everything is wrapped up. That should be tomorrow morning at the latest, and the prospect of a fun and potentially informative night in this great place before then has me feeling more upbeat than I have since I got his unsettling message.
I don’t want to get ahead of myself, but things are going pretty well so far.
Driver comes back with an expression that’s halfway laughing and halfway scowling. “I wasn’t going to be a human fly,” she sighs.
I fight back a laugh, knowing what that means. “So that leaves… Zombie Cheerleader?” I ask, laughing out the words between bites.
“Yeah. But just know: if you had a brain, I’d eat it first.”
We chat and laugh while I finish my food, then walk upstairs to enjoy the views and some time with my family.
“Dad, how long can we stay here?” Joe asks out of nowhere. “Not just in Orbs… I mean on the Vita.”
“We were only counting on four days,” I tell him, “but let’s see how things go.”
He smiles widely.
And to my considerable surprise, Eva does, too.
I know what’s happening in ninety minutes, I know what’s happening tonight, and I know what’s hopefully happening tomorrow. But beyond that? Well, I guess our plans aren’t as firm as I thought.
I can’t get too far ahead of myself, though.
For now, it’s all eyes on the old-fashioned analog clock on the wall to my left.
For now, it’s all thoughts on the launch.
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After a few very pleasant hours in Orbital Brews, it’s finally time for the much-anticipated telescope launch.
Vicki and Laika are still hanging out in her lab. Considering the productive fun she says they’re having and my desire to make sure he doesn’t cause any distraction at the launch, I decide it’s best if he stays there rather than come to the docking bay with the rest of my family.
Joe is most outwardly excited about it, but I’m quietly very hopeful about what it could lead to.
In the immediate term, the live broadcast to Earth is a great opportunity for me to make a comment about the need for more openness from the Vita’s secretive research teams. Major has been very accommodating during our time here so I’m not planning for this to be a gotcha moment on him.
Instead I’m going to address my point more generally and make clear that while he is the one in charge, he’s bound by the privacy-granting lease agreements that I’ll be encouraging the Mining and Mineral Synthesis researchers to reconsider.
I’ve thought a lot about what I’m going to say and feel like I’ll be striking a good balance.
In a practical sense, the new telescope array could also bring some meaningful insights on the Anomaly.
And homing in on the real reason I came for, the successful completion of the launch will free up Shaun to reach out and talk to me about exactly what kind of dangerous research he’s discovered. It feels like forever ago that I received his message, rather than just the longest single day in history, and it’s good to know the wait is almost over. In a matter of hours, I’ll know everything.
As we all get up for the relatively short walk from Orbs to the elevator, I can’t help but think that this relaxed afternoon is very likely to be the calm before the storm.
Once I know what Shaun has found, we’ll be moving into the territory of doing something about it.
Things are going to get real, and soon.
Major’s two Safety Bots are still outside Orbs as we exit, and they take it upon themselves to walk with us — one on each side.
Joe absolutely loves this, unsurprisingly, but I still don’t feel too comfortable with these autonomous robots walking around. While we walk, I don’t take in many details of the well-wishing passersby or anything else we see. Chastened by the experience of facing down a robot I once thought I could trust, I have to stop my eyes from repeatedly glancing at the emergency off-switch on the Safety Bot beside me.
At the elevator, we’re greeted by the human security officer Major promised.
I don’t understand why he can’t have two humans on standby for crowd control problems. Combined with the public announcement system, the high tech movement-tracking and the unit-by-unit security zoning system the Vita has in place, I don’t really understand the logical need for the robots.
But I’m not in charge of that and it’s an argument for another day, so as we step into the elevator and leave them on the lower level, I leave my thoughts of the Safety Bots behind, too.
Upstairs, on the much smaller upper level, we step out to a far busier scene than the one we saw earlier.
I wouldn’t say it’s bustling like it was on the main level, but there are a fair number of people milling around. There’s also a media stand in what was previously an empty space, with an ERF green-screen style backdrop complete with the names of several high-paying corporate sponsors.
When we get closer, I see Annie and Chester. They see me first, to be precise, and Chester meets us halfway while Annie stays by the backdrop.
“Hey guys,” Chester says. He introduces himself to Eva and the kids, as charming as I would have expected, and makes some small talk to Eva about the food and views in Orbs.
It really is a great little place to hang out, in line with what he’s saying. I’m glad it’s where I’ll be meeting Simone from Mineral Synthesis later, during the Trivia Night, and I’m still holding out hope Shaun will make it along, too, so I don’t have to wait until tomorrow to get some face time with him.
Chester guides me to the filming spot, where Annie and her small camera are waiting beside a much more professional looking setup.
“Will this be going out live?” I ask.
“Sure will,” Chester replies. “The TV broadcasts on Earth have started now, with studio analysts and a few special guests. They’ll cut to us when you and Driver are ready to answer a few questions, and then we’ll head through to the docking bay to make sure we’re ready for the money shot when Driver presses the ceremonial button to set the PFOA telescopes on their way. We’ll get some more candid style footage of all you guys on the handheld cam, too.”
“I’ll talk a little bit now,” I say. “I want to get through there in good time. Just don’t ask us anything we won’t want to answer. You don’t want me to have to call you out in front of millions of people.”
Chester looks taken aback by that, and so does Driver, but I had to lay it out.
Annie places her handheld documentary-style camera and boom mic down, moving behind the real TV camera to capture our impromptu interview.
Joe stands beside Eva and Scarlet, who is standing on the ground and looking around in wonder at all of the people looking at us.
“They’ll need a few minutes’ notice to cut our way,” Chester says, typing something into his phone. His eyes then widen. “Okay… they actually need less than I thought. We can go live in one minute if you guys are ready?”
Driver and I both nod and hurriedly fix our shirts and stand up straight.
“Don’t say anything,” I whisper to her. “Diplomatic answers, optimism, friendly smiles. Okay? I’m going to call out the research secrecy at the end, but I’ll be positive until then. It has to be me who says that.”
“But does it have to be now?” she replies, talking behind a hand she raises to shield against any potential lip-readers. “What if Major takes it the wrong way and locks you out of the launch? What if you’ve misread things and he knows more than we think? He could keep us from Shaun.”
I shake my head. “This is when everyone is watching. Way more people are watching the build up than will be watching the post-launch interviews. And by then, everyone will be too excited about what the telescopes might find to be focused on what research is already going on here. This is the time to plant the seed. Besides, Major can’t lock me out, even if he wanted to. We’re the guests of honor. It would look worse than suspicious. And don’t worry about—”
“Live in five,” Annie announces.
I back up, brushing a few stray hairs back into place with a hurried hand.
As Annie’s fingers silently count us down the rest of the way, Chester surprises me by budging in between me and Driver just before the camera’s light turns red.
He holds a black TV mic in front of my face and smiles at the camera.
“Live from the ERF Vita, this is Chester Willoughby. I’m here with Luna ‘Driver’ Reyes and the one and only Ray Barclay,” he begins. “So, Mr. Barclay, what brings you back into space?”
With the red light blinking and my heart beating fast, I gulp and push away any doubts.
No turning back.
This is my moment.
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“I’m excited about the launch,” I say, talking to millions on live TV. “Anything that can help us get to the bottom of the Anomaly is good with me. People on Earth are getting increasingly concerned about the effects we’re seeing, and it seems like there’s a lack of new data being shared by the teams working with the equipment that’s already operational here. The new telescope array, gathering data that’ll be shared among ERF facilities on Earth and in space, could be a huge step forward.”
Chester nods his head as I speak, but I can tell he’s forcing his smile. I don’t think he liked my line about the lack of data being shared, rather than the lack of data being collected.
“The reason I came now is that Senior Coordinator Major invited me to support this special VZ Day launch,” I say. “I want to be here with Driver when she activates the release, too, but there’s another reason I wanted to come. I want to make the point, to the people who need to hear it, that all of the research teams working on the Vita should be working in harmony.”
I focus solely on the camera, looking straight into it.
“We have a situation where legacy agreements grant privacy to certain research teams,” I go on, “and because of that, the left hand doesn’t know what the right hand is doing. When we’re facing a problem as complex and as consequential as the Anomaly, we need everyone pulling in the same direction. We need all the data available to be shared, so the whole picture is clear. Without that, we’re not giving ourselves the best chance. We’re not giving our children the best chance. I fought tooth and nail with Driver at my side to make sure future generations would have a stable world to grow up in. I don’t want that to be in vain, so I’m here to call for action to be taken to open up the research books in every single lab on this station.”
Almost done, I take a deep breath.
“I’m not saying I think someone is hiding important data,” I clarify, although I do think that’s a likely scenario. “What I’m saying is that one of the private research teams could be sitting on a piece of data that doesn’t seem important in isolation, but which could help us crack the code of the Anomaly when it’s collated and analyzed alongside all of the other pieces of data the other teams have found. The Vita was launched as a cooperative endeavor for the betterment of our lives. It’s time we get back to that — and fast.”
Chester uncharacteristically stumbles over his words for a second, then turns to Driver with some light questions about life on the Balena and what she hopes the new telescope array might be able to teach us about that.
I feel my heart beating fast as I mentally run over everything I just said. I give myself pass marks, despite thinking there are a few things I could have worded better. I got my main points across without throwing Major under the bus and without outright accusing the closed-off research teams of anything nefarious.
All in all, I think I struck a good balance.
Chester throws back to me for a few light questions about what I’ve enjoyed about my time on the Vita so far, which I answer by talking about the views, the comfort, and the general friendliness of the people I’ve met.
We wrap up after a few minutes, at which point I see that Chester’s demeanor has changed to the extent that he can’t hide it.
“We got some good lines in there,” Annie says.
Chester turns to me. “What was that?” he groans. “My brief was to get a mood-boosting interview with Ray Barclay, and you give us that? A one-man conspiracy about the private researchers? Thanks a lot.”
Without another word, he’s gone. Annie goes, too, taking her camera and mic.
I wouldn’t say he storms off, but it’s not really a sulk, either.
He seems to be a mixture of pissed and disappointed. The nuances of his reaction make me think he’s more upset about the effect on him, in terms of his job performance, than he is about anything more important.
None of this surprises me. Because although I haven’t known Chester for very long, I feel like I have a pretty good handle on the kind of guy he is. In his world, nothing is more important than what people think of him, and the purpose of my interview was to increase his own standing.
No one else says anything. There’s a lot going on behind Eva’s eyes — I can tell that much — but she keeps it to herself.
“You did great,” I tell Driver. In the parts I consciously listened to, she really did. I found myself zoning out and replaying my own answers when she was replying to Chester’s soft-ball questions, but she seems like she’s relaxed and pleased with how it went.
“I think you hit a good balance with the realer stuff,” she replies. Hearing that from her is reassuring, because balance was exactly what I was going for. “He seems pissed, though.”
“At me,” I clarify. “You didn’t do anything.”
Driver shrugs. I know she likes him, for better or for worse, and I felt like it was worth reassuring that whatever she’s hoping might happen still could.
Before Chester and Annie reach the door they’re heading for, which has to be the docking bay where the PFOA telescope capsule has been readied for launch, Major emerges from it. He’s walking the other way, towards us.
As usual, his expression is hard to read.
I don’t move until he reaches us. I know he’ll have watched the interview, which aired live on Earth and likely every screen on the Vita.
“Well, Ray,” he says, looking only at me. “That was… unexpected.”
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Unexpected.
Hmmm.
I hold Major’s eyes. Surprisingly, his gaze isn’t any harsher than normal.
“I think you’ve just done the world, and me, a considerable favor, Ray,” he says.
Okay. Talk about unexpected.
“I was going to talk to you about some of those issues tomorrow,” he goes on, “once the launch is behind us, and you’ve just put a lot of pressure on the two teams who have been withholding research data. I didn’t know you knew.”
“I keep my ear to the ground,” I say.
This close to the launch passing without incident and Shaun’s attention being freed up enough for him to come and find me, I don’t want to risk anything by mentioning it yet. I keep my mouth closed, knowing I’ll only have to do this for a little while longer.
Major half-pats and half-slaps the back of my shoulder, then takes a big stride forward that more or less pulls me along with him.
Driver and my family, follow, too.
“The PFAO capsule is ready for release,” Major says, stopping at the door and crouching to Joe’s level. “This entrance will take us right up to an area overlooking the bay. We’ll see everything. Does that sound good?”
“It sounds amazing!” Joe replies.
He’s practically bouncing on the spot as Major opens the door, like a greyhound waiting to be released from its trap.
Major tilts his head as soon as the door is open, encouraging him to run ahead.
Joe glances at me and Eva for permission and sprints inside as soon as he gets it. We hear his feet pounding on the stairs before we’re even through the door, followed by a loud exclamation when the walking stops:
“Woah!”
And believe me… Woah is right.
As soon as we catch up and see the view from this elevated vantage point, the sense of wonder and amazement that only space can bring is flooding through me like it did the first time I left Earth.
We’re standing on a rounded platform in front of a huge window, like the one in Orbs. Looking out, we see space.
Looking down, through another expansive glass pane, we see the interior of the docking bay. We see the huge capsule that’s about to be released, launching the Poly-Field Observation Array that carries a huge weight of hope on its proverbial shoulders.
The bay’s hatch is already open. Only minutes remain until the moment of truth — minutes and seconds we can see ticking away on a holographically projected countdown at the bottom of the upper window to space.
Chester and Annie are already here, interviewing a guy in a white ERF uniform.
We walk over to listen in. The guy is talking about advances in spectroscopy, in terms of both the instrumentation in the new array and the enhanced computational analysis made possible by the Balena’s ever-improving AI systems.
He explains that in layman’s terms, improvements in our software have greatly outpaced improvements in our telescopic hardware.
“That’s all changing today,” he says, “with more powerful lenses, larger mirrors and improved detectors of various kinds set to deliver data far and above anything our human analysts and computer systems have had to work with. For both developing our understanding of Bayzen’s suitability for life and our understanding as to the causes of Earth’s recent problems, the varyingly targeted telescopes in this array could provide the quantum leap we’ve been looking for.”
I’m stirred by the guy’s heartfelt optimism, and I’m sure everyone who sees this interview will be, too. It’s being filmed on a large camera like the one out in the main area, while Annie’s handheld camera and boom mic rest against the wall. I see a red light blinking, suggesting his words and image are being broadcast live.
The guy talks for another few minutes, by which point the countdown on our window has only a few more minutes to go.
The interview was full of the kind of mood-boosting comments Chester hoped he’d get from me, which is bound to please him. I’m glad of that, too, since it’s good for the last thing people on Earth hear before the launch to be so uplifting, given that I had to use my own few minutes to apply pressure on the Vita’s private research teams instead of keeping things purely positive.
The man shakes my hand as he walks past, delighted to see me, then continues around the curved walkway. Only then do I see that the launch coordinators are all visible on the other side of a glass wall. Their desks are arranged like a miniature version of a Mission Control Room.
Like the part of the walkway we’re on, their spot overlooks both the docking bay where the capsule is currently in place and the vastness of space into which it’s about to be launched.
“Time to get in position,” Major says. He holds out a hand to guide us further round in the direction we were originally going, towards the spot the previous interviewee has just vacated.
The mission team passes out of our view again, due to the curvature of the walkway, and a large red button comes into view.
It looks like the kind of thing a bad guy would press to release his nukes in a comic book, but for a publicly televised launch like this, I understand that there’s not a lot of room for subtlety.
“You’re in shot now,” Annie confirms, standing behind the main camera.
She gives some precise instructions for where we should all be. Eva is holding Scarlet while Joe stands right between me and Driver.
“Can I press the button?” he blurts out, addressing the question to Major rather than to me or Driver. “Please?”
It’s a bold move and more than a little out of character, but I’m proud of him for shooting his shot.
Major looks to Driver, who is predictably smiling.
“How about you and Driver press it together?” he suggests. “There’s some nice symbolism in that, since this array is going to help Earth and the Bayzen Project.”
Driver ruffles Joe’s hair. “Don’t ask, don’t get, kid. That’s the spirit.”
Eva looks as shocked as I am that Joe would be so audacious, which really is out of character, but she’s smiling, too.
There’s a surreal kind of feeling when the one-minute countdown begins.
Chester, staying behind the camera this time, starts talking when it reaches twenty seconds. He’s addressing a live audience that’s likely to run into the hundreds of millions, but Joe doesn’t look shy or nervous in the slightest.
As the seconds tick away, I feel my heartbeat quicken. I’m nervous — not in a personal sense, but certainly about what’s going to happen here and how many people are going to see it.
We’ve built this up as an important step in humanity’s attempt to understand and ultimately solve the problems caused by the Anomaly. Any kind of hiccup, let alone a full-on failure, could deal a serious blow to morale on Earth. And with so much fear about the future and discord over a perceived lack of action already brewing, it’s not out of the question that fear could turn to panic and discord could turn to unrest.
Regardless of what kind of data comes in once the PFOA system is online, a lot rests on the next few seconds.
I hold Eva’s hand as the seconds tick down. My eyes stick on little Scarlet, and the hearing aid-like device she has to wear because of whatever the hell this damn Anomaly actually is. She’s a fighter, and I know children are resilient, but we owe it to them to do everything we possibly can before things get even worse.
“Five,” Chester booms, his voice getting louder and his refined English accent gaining a new level of resonance.
I breathe slowly.
“Four. Three. Two…”
I squeeze Eva’s hand and turn to Joe.
Driver has placed her hand on top of his, making sure he’ll be the one who actually presses the button. There’s never been a hint of ego to her, at least since we left the Virginia bunker and teamed up to prevent Zola’s worst-laid plans from coming to fruition.
The Bayzen Project is in good hands as long as Driver holds a high position on the Balena, just like I’m starting to feel the Vita is in good hands with Major at the helm.
I’m doing all I can for Earth by being here, and all the hard work of the telescope array’s launch team — Shaun and all — is about to come to a head.
“One!” Chester yells in an excited tone.
Joe and Driver lower their hands, pressing the all-important button.
And just like that… it happens.





37

Right on cue, the launch capsule containing the PFOA array glides out of the docking bay and disappears from our view.
Everything is silent for a moment until the cheers begin.
“Smooth as silk!” Major beams, stepping in front of the camera to hug Driver and high-five Joe.
A few seconds later, the capsule becomes visible again through our upper window, as it propels forward. It really is a sight to behold.
The capsule will begin opening up in a few hours, with the Earth-facing telescopes taking up their positions and the Bayzen-focused array continuing onward.
My understanding is that they’ll be operational right away, although no one is expecting any meaningful data analysis to be possible for a little while.
“Looks like a home run to me,” Eva says, gazing out at the capsule.
“It certainly is,” Major grins. “They tell me that was the biggest hurdle. There have been some concerns about the release process over the past week, and even more so about the initial propulsion. I didn’t want to worry you too much since it seemed to be under control, but I think that’s what Shaun has been so preoccupied about.”
The large camera is no longer blinking red and Annie isn’t holding the other, so I know we’re no longer being broadcast.
“I’d really like to talk to him,” I say.
Major nods several times, very keenly, and leads me along the walkway again with a tip of his head to encourage the others to follow.
“He’s in there somewhere,” he tells me, pointing to the mission Control Room where everyone is now standing up and working through their circuits of celebratory hugs.
Major waves his arms in the air to catch the attention of someone on the team, only around fifty feet away on the other side of a thick glass wall. We can’t get any closer than this due to a gap in the walkway, caused by a support beam underneath us.
If I was as familiar with the intricacies of the Vita’s design as Joe is, I’m sure this would make more sense than it does. But just like on the mezzanine level in Orbs, it can be hard to get the big picture view of an area’s layout when you’re standing in one small part of it.
Either way, he quickly catches a young woman’s eye. He then points to me, which makes her wave excitedly.
Major shakes his head and shouts the word “SHAUN.” He repeats it several times, pointing at me as he speaks and exaggerating the movement of his lips once he realizes there’s no benefit to raising his volume.
The woman has an aha moment and briefly disappears. Around ten seconds later, she’s back. And she’s not alone.
Standing next to her, and wearing a smile that’s genuine if not as ecstatic as those worn by rest of the team, I finally see him.
The man who helped me so much in the Virginia bunker, and whose urgent hidden message is the reason I’m here:
Shaun.
I raise my hand and wave, then give a universally understandable “come here” gesture.
He replies with an equally clear gesture, in the form of two fingers tapping against his opposite wrist. Sporting longer hair than I remember and quite a lot of stubble, he then motions towards his mouth while holding an imaginary glass before tapping his watch once more.
“Orbs?” I ask, first very loudly and then in the exaggerated way that worked for Major. “Orbs? Tonight?”
I do the drinking motion, hoping it adds clarity, and Shaun sends a decisive thumbs up. “Orbs,” he says, very clearly. He then winks before turning back to his still-jubilant colleagues.
“Well, it looks like you’re all set,” Major says. “Orbs it is. And if I’m not wrong, you and Driver should have some costumes waiting in your dorms, correct?”
My grin is even wider. A successful launch followed by confirmation that I’ll see Shaun in just a few hours is beyond the best outcome I was realistically hoping for. And Major’s playful reminder of the costumes adds some welcome levity to an already happy moment.
“What was yours again?” I ask Driver, pretending I don’t know. “I know I’m an alien. Zombie Cheerleader, was it?”
“Laugh it up,” she snaps back. “It’ll be all tears when I school you on the trivia.”
Chester, standing behind us, chimes in: “An alien and a Zombie Cheerleader? This I have to see. And there should be space on your team, shouldn’t there? I’ll gladly come along if you’ll have me. This will be great footage of good old-fashioned fun, just the kind of thing we need.”
I turn to Driver, leaving this one to her since I can’t think of a good justification to say no. “That’d be great,” she says.
I was already planning to be careful with what I say to Shaun in such a public place, but that’ll be doubly true now that I know the camera will be rolling during the Trivia Night.
The level of care Shaun took in keeping his message hidden assures me he’s going to be careful, and really I’m just delighted we’ll be in the same room so soon.
“Can I come to the Trivia Night?” Joe asks, clearly riding the wave of his previously successful audacity.
“I’m afraid Orbs has a strict over-21 policy in the evenings,” Major replies, putting that idea to bed mercifully quickly.
“We’ll have a nice rest in our dorm ahead of another fun day,” Eva says, consoling the obviously disappointed Joe with an arm around his shoulder. “Laika is going to be missing you, too.”
Joe’s disappointment softens slightly at that. “Yeah,” he says. “I guess he’ll want to tell me what he’s been doing with Vicki and he’ll want to hear all about this launch. I can’t wait to tell him I got to push the button!”
Major claps his hands together. “Well, I’ll do some more media clips, but your work here is done, Ray. If you want to make your way back to the dorms and settle in, that’s fine by me.”
Though not quite an order or an instruction, it does sound more like a suggestion than an offer. I’m glad to take it, though, and especially to get the kids settled. Scarlet looks sleepy, which I can definitely relate to, and it’ll be good for Eva to be able to relax with them in an enclosed space.
As we get ready to set off, Major offers an unnecessary reassurance that the Safety Bots will clear our path to the dorms. Driver will lead us there, having already spent a few nights in hers, and the presence of the Bots is neither here nor there.
“Hey,” Chester says, reaching out to grab my forearm as I turn to leave. “Ray.”
I look at him. “What?”
“No hard feelings?” he says, extending his hand. “I’m sorry I stormed off like that earlier. I understand what you were getting at with your comments, and you’ve given me a lot of positivity already. I’m sorry.”
“Thanks,” I say. I’m surprised and quite impressed by this, which is a stand-up move. The apology was as loud as the earlier disrespect, and I appreciate that. “See you tonight.”
But needless to say, he’s not the man I’m looking forward to seeing most of all.
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The dorm that Major has allocated us is so plush and comfortable, Joe has no problem staying with Eva and Scarlet when it comes time for me to head out to Orbs for the big Sci-Fi Trivia Contest.
As Vicki explained earlier, it’s within a large group of dorms reserved for researchers with children. I think that’s partly to make sure it’s quiet during night hours, which makes a lot of sense, and also to encourage a sense of community.
There’s even a little river-like moat winding around a landscaped play area. There are picnic benches, bushes, and old-timey street lights with artificial gas lamps inside them. A good word for the area would be quaint.
As far as space-based living options go, this has to be the spot for kids.
Some of the dorms, including ours, have patios overlooking the common area. They’re kind of like apartments at a hotel resort, and the atmosphere among the other families seems warm, too.
Most of the things in the play-park are too small for Joe to play on, but Scarlet spends a happy hour or so outside with Eva before we have a low-key dinner.
That involved a cool moment Joe enjoyed. We got to select a meal from a digital menu on the surface of the countertop, and our pick was then brought to the drop-point outside. It’s almost like a communal outdoor mailbox. Just one that’s filled with name-stamped deliveries made via the station’s automated delivery vents.
My costume has been provided, too, as promised. It consists of a one-piece jumpsuit and a skull cap with antennae coming out of the scalp. I look ridiculous by the time it’s on, which is no doubt the whole point.
I just can’t wait to see Driver.
The few conversations I’ve had in this area fit into a by-now familiar pattern. To put it simply, people on the Vita are happy.
I expected most of the population to be jaded and maybe even stir crazy after their already long stays in space, but that’s just not the case. There’s a real verve and sense of common purpose in the air. I think people feel blessed to be living and working here.
Maybe that has something to do with the Anomaly, which makes Earth a scarier place to be than it was two years ago. But I think it could also be related to the fact that a lot of the researchers here spent a considerable amount of time in the Virginia bunker. They grew used to that oppressive environment, from which they blasted off in the Vita’s maiden evacuation journey only to willingly return when it relaunched as the space station we know it as today.
Many of the wondrous technologies all around us come from the ERF’s initial research and development work, quietly funded by national governments. Further improvements have built on top of those foundations since then, courtesy of breakthroughs gleaned from studying requisitioned ZolaCore projects like the Balena.
Joe has had the time of his life today, with the “magic carpet” three-speed automated walkways being his absolute favorite thing. We had some fun on our way to the dorm with Joe racing Laika with the aid of the fastest of the conveyor belt-like lanes. Laika is no slouch but Joe won comfortably.
The lanes are useful for moving objects, which explains their presence more than the idea of trying to save on exertion during walks that are important for maintaining muscle mass and general health no matter how convincingly natural and Earth-like the gravity feels up here.
That’s the real marvel, in my book, but we pretty much take it for granted by now in the same way we take pressurized airline cabins for granted.
Laika enjoyed his races with Joe, and in general he’s also seemed more excited today than I’ve seen him in months — maybe years. I have a feeling he’s going to want to spend most of the night telling Joe about his adventures with Vicki and her advanced test equipment. I think Joe will be just as interested in hearing about it all, too.
Scarlet is asleep by the time I leave, and she’s such a good sleeper that it’s almost certain she’ll be out for the night.
Our day of travel was so long and disorienting, I haven’t even thought about the time difference. The Vita works on UTC, but with it being so long since we’ve seen sunlight it doesn’t make much of a difference, anyway.
I meet Driver at the edge of the family enclave. Immediately, and quite surprisingly, it’s clear that’s she’s spent a lot longer on her costume than I did. She’s made use of a fair amount of special effects makeup, for one thing. But on top of that she’s also messed her hair up and generally committed to the bit.
“Don’t think this means I like dressing up,” she says through a chuckle. “But if I didn’t go all-in on the zombie part, people might think I was just a cheerleader.”
She says it like that would be the worst thing in the world. And knowing what I do about Driver’s personality, I think for her it probably would.
“What planet are you supposed to be from, anyway?” she asks. “Dumb world?”
“Ouch,” I laugh.
The conversation pretty much continues like that until we reach the end of our walk to Orbs. During that time, more than a few people come over to see us and inevitably compliment Driver on the detail of her costume.
I immediately notice that the neon sign above the door has changed. Where it previously said ORBITAL BREWS and had a coffee cup in the middle, it now says ORBITAL BOOZE with a martini glass in the middle.
So this is where the researchers let their hair down, I figure. The idea of a weekly trivia night and monthly Sci-Fi themed costume contest has to be good for morale and station spirit. If it weren’t for the unseen and closed-off mining team, from what I’ve seen of this place it seems like tight-knit would be an apt description for the community of researchers.
There’s music playing inside, too, and the lighting has changed. It very much looks like a bar and it’s safe to say there are no shortage of patrons.
Annie is stationed near the entrance, filming scenes of people chatting and having fun that are bound to lead to great footage for a promotional video aimed at would-be resident researchers.
The place erupts with cheers when everyone sees that the alien and the zombie walking in are actually me and Driver. I try to ignore the camera as Annie makes sure to film our entrance.
No one mobs us, which makes a change from outside. I don’t know if this is some kind of drinker’s etiquette I’m not aware of, or if pretty much everyone has already seen us and the initial novelty has worn off. Either way, I like it.
Not long after we step inside, Chester jumps up from a booth and greets us. He’s wearing a Frankenstein’s monster outfit that is basically a purple T-shirt and green face paint. Credit where it’s due, though: he has really gone for it with the paint.
“The alien and the cheerleader,” he says, not having to speak too loudly to be heard over the background music. “Nice!”
“I’m a Zombie Cheerleader,” Driver clarifies.
Chester laughs. “Humble apologies.”
I’m delighted to see Vicki step out of the same booth where Chester was sitting. She’s in a hired robot costume, which is similar to my alien get-up in that it’s really just a detail-printed bodysuit with some headgear to complete the look. The headgear basically consists of an oversized cardboard box. It’s cumbersome, but it’s cool in an old school kind of way.
“Simone is here,” Vicki says. “You know, the one I mentioned from Mineral Synthesis? She’s on our team of five. She’s ordering at the bar.”
I glance over, as if I know who I’m looking for.
“She’s the Mad Scientist,” Vicki says.
“Huh?”
“Her costume,” Vicki clarifies.
Ohhh, I realize.
But given the nature of her private lab and the inherently unsettling name of her research field, I can only hope that Simone from Mineral Synthesis doesn’t suit her Mad Scientist costume too well…
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Knowing what kind of costume Simone is wearing helps more than I might have guessed in identifying her, because it looks like there’s only one Mad Scientist in the whole place.
I don’t go over to introduce myself, though, because I want to talk to her naturally as the night goes on and find out more about her work.
Ideally, I’ll be able to subtly ask about the exact level of privacy she gets and how much ERF oversight there is, if any, on whatever she does. I’m not worried about her in that regard, but I know the more concerning Minexa-funded research team enjoys a similar lab lease arrangement.
“Have you seen Shaun, too?” I ask Vicki.
She shakes her head. “He usually teams with the cyber security guys, in that booth over there, but he’s not here yet. There are only four of them, though, so I think that’s where he’ll be when he arrives.”
I shrug and take a seat at our booth. I guess Shaun might not be done with the launch until the capsule containing the telescope array successfully opens. That will be the moment when the team breathe their ultimate sigh of relief.
I should have asked Major for an exact time on when that’s happening. I know it was mentioned as a matter of hours, so it could have already happened recently. If not, it will before the night is out.
“Drinks?” Driver offers.
“Something soft,” I reply. “I want to keep my wits about me. You know, for the quiz.”
“For the quiz,” she echoes with a wink, before turning around towards the bar.
A few moments later, Simone the Mad Scientist comes the other way.
She almost drops her champagne flute when she sees me, and not because I’m dressed as an alien.
“Ray Barclay!” she exclaims, surprising me with an accent that sounds decisively Caribbean. “I do not say this lightly, Ray, but you are my hero! Without you, my work would never have been funded. I would never have been nominated for my place. I mean, without you, we would all be dead… but I have my own extra reasons to be grateful. We’re all standing on the shoulders of giants here, but you are personally bearing every ounce of me.”
Along with the accent, I’m surprised by how young Simone seems. The white wig and novelty glasses could be making age harder to judge than it would otherwise be, but I wouldn’t place her a day over 25.
That’s not all that young for an academic or a researcher these days, but it is a very young age for someone to have reached the absolute pinnacle of their field like she clearly has to have earned her place on the Vita.
I’ll admit to being a little caught out by the strength of her thankful introduction, but I’m glad she’s so personable.
“Great to meet you,” I say. “I’d love to hear more about your work.”
She smiles and sits down in the spot opposite mine.
During some small talk while we wait for Driver to come back with the drinks, I find my eyes recurrently drawn to the entrance in search of Shaun.
“Five minutes until we get underway,” a woman says from behind the bar. Evidently the quiz master, she’s holding a microphone in one hand and a Sci-Fi Trivia book in the other.
In my book, the impressively detailed Statue of Liberty costume she’s wearing should win any award that’s being given out.
“So, about Driver,” Chester says. He’s sitting next to me but still leans in to my ear to whisper. “Do you know her… situation? Is there a… anyone on the Balena?”
“You’re a big boy,” I tell him. “You can ask direct questions.”
He laughs awkwardly. “Of course. Does she have a—”
“Directly to the person you’re asking about,” I clarify.
He pulls back and sits up straight.
“What’s your story, anyway?” I ask him. “What brings you to the Vita?”
“The money,” he answers, shrugging as he delivers the surprisingly blunt and honest response. “I need it. Well, my cousin does. You didn’t ask for a sob story, but he has medical bills he can’t afford. I grew up with him on his parents’ farm so he’s more like a brother. And… yeah… a few years here working on promotional material and general outreach stuff will make a good dent in it. It’s the same field I’d be working in on Earth, because that’s what I’m good at, but the work here is a lot more engaging — that’s for sure.”
I don’t know where to start with that. I didn’t ask for a sob story, but Chester didn’t give me one. He gave me a succinct and undeniably noble reason for being here, which he revealed in a different and somehow more natural tone than he uses most of the time.
I could ask the obvious question of why he grew up with his aunt and uncle, but the seemingly obvious answer isn’t one I want him to have to get into. If he wanted to expand on that, he would have already.
“I didn’t take you for a farmer,” I say.
He chuckles. “Oh, I didn’t say I was a farmer. These hands aren’t really the getting dirty kind,” he goes on, holding up his fingers and laughing some more.
Maybe I’ve been too quick to judge him. It turns out self-deprecation can go a long way to softening a seemingly cunning guy like Chester, because I found myself looking at him in a different light.
“How about you, Simone?” I ask, turning to her. “What got you into this?”
She leans forward a little, clearly excited to tell me. “Well, I got into science because science saved my life. Metaphorically and later literally. I was adopted at eight. My new family gave me every chance and encouraged me into science clubs and stuff like that. Encouraged me — they didn’t push me. That kept me out of trouble all through school, which was not always easy where I grew up. And I’m not going for a sob story here, either, so I’ll spare you the details, but I had some life-threatening health issues a few years ago that would have been life-ending for anyone in the same position just a few years earlier. I was already well into my career in chemistry and medicine was not my forte, Ray, but I want to do whatever I can to make sure that people in the future can survive even more than we can now.”
“I wish Annie had been here to film that,” Chester says, sounding more like himself. “Talk about an inspirational pitch for young researchers. Could you say something like that on camera later? That would be really great.”
“Sure,” Simone says, excited again by the prospect.
“So those factors got you into science and motivate you to keep going,” I say. “That’s great. Like Chester said, really great. But what brought you here?”
“My current research,” she replies.
“Yeah?” I prod.
She nods. “When I proposed the placement, I got my funding on the condition that I would not carry out my research experiments on Earth. Some people’s risk threshold is… I don’t know… it makes me wonder how humanity ever got anything done before we had labs in space. You know how it is, huh?”
Doing research in space because it’s too dangerous for Earth? I think to myself.
Yes, Simone, I know exactly how that is. I know far too damn well…
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“What’s in your lab?” I ask Simone, troubled by the suggestion that her work was deemed too risky for Earth.
“I’ll show you,” she smiles.
Instantly, I’m disarmed. Vicki made me doubt that Simone has anything to hide, and now I’m even surer. I don’t know why Major was so edgy about it, but there’s no way I’m turning down the chance to bypass him for answers via Simone’s personal tour.
“It looks like a fairly standard chemical lab. Most of my work is analysis, Ray, even here. The whole lab is smaller than the name might make you think. Mineral Synthesis. Because it’s not like I’m growing rocks in there. I have analyzed the rocks and found the active ingredients. I tell people to think of it as reverse engineering. Addition by subtraction. Now, it’s like I’m making vitamins without having to grow fruit. I isolate, I synthesize, I iterate. Rinse and repeat. There is not a lot more to it than that.”
“That doesn’t sound like something anyone would think of as particularly risky,” I say, leading her towards a fuller explanation. It’s impossible not to feel like something is missing from this picture.
“Most of my work is analysis,” she emphasizes. “I do also conduct some controlled reactions between synthesized materials. I can then assess the outcome and closely analyze any byproducts. The essential components of those byproducts can be synthesized, too. Like I said: I isolate, I synthesize, I iterate.”
I don’t say anything.
“I have a small reaction chamber that I believe to be the most insulated of its kind that has ever been engineered,” Simone continues, neither boastfully nor defensively. I think she’s rightly taken my silence as disapproval. “It’s a composite construction with three functionally complementary layers. The outer layer is titanium, for strength and durability along with natural resistance to heat and corrosion. The middle layer is aerogel. It traps heat incredibly well. And, I mean, I do not have to tell you about the importance of low thermal conductivity.”
“What’s the inner layer?” I ask.
“Boron carbide,” she answers.
“Like in bulletproof vests?” Chester chimes in.
“Exactly,” Simone smiles, impressed. “Tank armor, too.”
He turns to me with a joking wink. “See: you picked the right team, Ray. I’m Mr. Trivia.”
I can’t say I have any objection to the material composition of Simone’s reaction chamber, and going with a three-layer design is sensible. It’s not as sensible as not doing this kind of thing in a highly populated space station at all, obviously, and that’s where my objection does lie.
“You mentioned funding,” I say, leaving the explicit question unsaid.
She nods eagerly. In the short time I’ve had with Simone, almost everything she’s said and done has come with eagerness built in.
“My setup costs, lease fees and stipend payments all came from two energy companies. I legally work for a holding company they have set up as a single-purpose joint venture, to hold the intellectual property of my work. The ERF will own a percentage, too, the same way ZolaCore was going to own some of the profits from your work when your university funded most of it and Zola gave you a place to do it.”
She’s very candid about her funding, which is refreshing since she was under no obligation to tell me anything.
“It’s like the energy companies started investing in renewables when fossil fuels became less dependably lucrative,” she goes on. “They have been pivoting towards synthesis tech for a while. I think it’s also kind of the same with mining. Obviously the big mining corporations have fused into the new Minexa conglomerate since VZ Day, doing what they need to do to survive, but they have shifted their focus from lithium and cobalt to theocite.”
“Do you have any involvement with the Minexa-funded research teams here?” I prod, deciding this is the time for explicit and direct questions.
Simone shakes her head. “Never. Sometimes I feel like this place could turn into the Tower of Babel if Senior Coordinator Major is not careful. It’s already like some of the research teams are operating on different levels, speaking different languages, competing when they should be cooperating… all of it. And we know how that ended.”
Chester scratches his chin. “My uncle would love to hear this and know that Sunday School was good for more than just free lemonade, but wasn’t the whole point of that story that the Tower was a false temple? That God didn’t like the Babylonians’ attempts to reach heaven with their ambitious building project, so he created their different languages to scupper the project?”
“I am not taking shortcuts and I am not playing God,” Simone says, sounding irked for the first time. “I talk to Shaun about my work. Major knows what I have been doing, too. I am nothing like the Minexa researchers.”
The bar is so busy that Driver just gets back now, in time to quell a discussion that was suddenly risking a turn towards becoming heated rather than lively.
The bar’s background music fades out as soon as she sits down.
People cheer, knowing that it means it’s time for the beginning of the Trivia Contest.
The question master begins with a toast to the day’s successful launch. Driver hands me my drink so I can raise one along with everyone else, and the moment of celebratory reflection is a perfect way to start the night.
The rules sound very simple and sensible. The main one is that no one is allowed to leave Orbs, or more accurately that no one who leaves will be allowed back in. This is to avoid any kind of cheating, since a no-internet rule is enforced by a straightforward localized signal-block within the bar.
In keeping with the cool holographic technology I saw on Joe’s pool table on the mezzanine level, the surface of our round booth’s table transforms to display five small screens. The same happens at every other table, and people all around move their drinks to make sure they can see everything.
The first question is about the vampire movie Lair of Fangs, which I haven’t seen, specifically focusing on the name of the lead actress. Driver immediately taps on option A, for Kaitlyn Judd. I follow her lead, knowing she wouldn’t act with such conviction if she wasn’t sure.
Vicki and Simone hesitate, as does Chester.
“Vampires aren’t sci-fi,” he says. “That’s fantasy. Sci-fi means the ‘wonder’ element is based on some kind of plausible technological development or discov—”
“Oh-my-god-who-invited-the-nerd,” Driver blurts out as one long groan. “Dude, just press A. It’s Kaitlyn Judd!”
Chester dutifully taps A before the timer runs out. With three votes from our five members, it’s accepted as our final answer even before Vicki and Simone do the same.
“So just to be clear…” Chester laughs. “The one of us who knows the name of the actress from a B-Grade vampire movies isn’t a nerd, but the one who cares about genre designations is?”
“If you have to ask if you’re the nerd, chances are good that you’re the nerd,” Driver says. “And if you use the phrase ‘genre designation’, you immediately eliminate all doubt.”
We all laugh at that, Chester included. He seems like a good humored guy who can already tell that Driver messes around with people she likes.
And not to brag, but the next few questions about real sci-fi make it very clear that the real nerd at our table — proudly guilty as charged — is yours truly.
Some of the questions come in the form of video clips on the table top, which adds a very cool element of the night.
A live score count on the table tells us that after nine questions, we’re tied in the lead with the Cyber Security guys. The scoreboard lists them as being technically in the lead since there are only four of them registered as present, which tells me Shaun hasn’t come in at any point when I wasn’t looking.
On the tenth question, we take an outright lead thanks to Chester’s knowledge of early Star Trek. “That’s a common misconception,” he grins when I suggest what I think is the obvious answer. “Watch the cyber guys get it wrong, too.”
Sure enough, they do, and for the first time all night I feel like my King of the Nerds credentials might actually be coming under threat.
When the quiz master announces the running scores, with us in top spot, it feels pretty good.
For about two seconds.
Because just after she announces it, the lights go out.
All of them.
A few people cheer and laugh, which makes me realize this is probably part of the event. They come here a lot more often than I do, after all. There could be some strobes or cool effects kicking in any second.
They don’t. Nothing cool happens. Fortunately, it’s only a few seconds until something very welcome happens: the lights return.
There are more cheers now and some ironic applause.
I guess that wasn’t supposed to happen after all, but it didn’t last long. Everyone else seems more amused than perturbed, and I’d probably be leaning more that way if I wasn’t so hyper-sensitive to potential problems given the situations I got caught up in during my first trip into space.
“Sorry for those technical difficulties,” the quiz master says, brushing it off.
Yet another interruption follows right away, though, and this time it’s not the lights.
This time it’s one of the guys from our friendly rivals — who are all dressed as matching cyborgs — as he jumps up from his seat and addresses the whole bar.
“There’s been a breach!” he yells.
To my surprise, people laugh.
“And you’re not going to plug it,” Chester yells back. “We’re winning this thing however hard you—”
One of the guy’s teammates then jumps up next to him, and I hear an unsettling alarm sound emanating from their table.
“Hey, no phones!” the quiz master complains. “And how is that even working in here?”
Within seconds, the other two members of the team are on their feet, too. They’re all looking at small devices in their hands, which on closer inspection are circular transmitters of some kind rather than phones. Clearly, and sensibly, they use some kind of signal that isn’t blocked inside the bar.
“No, there’s been a real security breach,” the first guy to raise the alarm repeats. He then climbs on the table, causing everyone to feel uneasy at what a few seconds ago seemed like some lighthearted joking and suddenly feels all too serious. “Everyone stay exactly where you are. We’re going to check on—”
Mid-sentence, the guy stops talking.
Not because anyone cuts him off, but because the entire bar falls into darkness.
“Everybody, stay calm and stay where you are,” the question master booms.
But it’s too late for that.
The game is up.
The party is over.
The four cyborgs weren’t joking.
There really has been a security breach — one significant enough that their emergency alerts went off.
And if anyone thinks I’m staying where I am while my family is at the other side of this station, they’ve got another thing coming.
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Chaos.
Just all-out, unadulterated, total chaos.
That’s the only way I can describe the scene as dozens of aliens, zombies, spacemen and assorted sci-fi characters leap to their feet and swarm towards the bar’s exit. Some of their cumbersome costumes are making the situation even worse, with wide arms and cardboard bodies causing blockages that no one could have seen coming.
In an instant, a fun night has turned into an emergency situation. And the costumes, one of the main sources of the fun, are making it even worse.
All around, an alarm is now blaring loudly.
I really do mean all around, because it’s not just from overhead. It’s also assaulting my eardrums from speakers in the floor and inset on the tables of our booths. The sound is even worse and more resonant when it’s coming at us from all angles like this.
Simone the Mad Scientist, sitting at the edge of our booth, is one of the first to bolt out into the hallway. As she runs, she frantically yells something about her lab. The alarm alone would likely make it impossible to hear her, but the panicked screams eliminate all possibility.
The floor is truly swarmed and I’m struggling to move forward past the masses of people moving towards the too-small entrance. Like the school I visited to meet Chester, Orbs is far bigger than it looks from the outside.
A single door in and out of a place like this, with such a large capacity inside, wouldn’t pass many fire regulations on Earth. I hadn’t given this any thought until now, because who would? We take things like that for granted until something like this happens. And just like with the private research labs, it’s somewhere else the ERF should have insisted on firmer oversight.
As I’m fighting my way to the door, the alarm ceases and is immediately replaced with a recorded message. It comes from all angles, too, in a piercing female voice:
“Please remain calm and remain exactly where you are. Due to an atmospheric anomaly, a partial sectoral lockdown of the Vita will now commence for your protection. You are safer here than anywhere else. Access to and from other sectors or units may already be restricted. Please remain calm and remain exactly where you are.”
When the message ends, a few seconds of eerily total silence pass. The alarm doesn’t kick back on and the message doesn’t repeat, at least not right away.
The words “atmospheric anomaly” seem almost taunting in their irony.
An atmospheric anomaly — The Anomaly — is the whole reason I’m here. And now, according to the message, some kind of security breach has created a localized atmospheric anomaly on the Vita.
I don’t know if that’s a euphemism for air leak or if something bigger is going on here, but all of it feels far too close to the terrible events I had to survive on the Beacon.
There’s one huge factor that makes this different, though.
There’s one huge factor that makes it worse.
My family is here, no doubt listening to the same message and experiencing the same fear as I am. The alarm and the message hurt my ears, so I can only hope little Scarlet, as sensitive as she is, isn’t suffering too much.
“You heard the orders!” Chester booms, climbing on to a table just like the cyber security guy did to raise the initial alarm. His voice is so authoritative as he shouts to the crowd, not even his green-faced Frankenstein get-up will prevent anyone from taking him seriously.
As everyone faces him, all looking for someone to take the lead, Chester gestures for me to join him on the table. When I do, he whispers in my ear: “Whatever is going on, we don’t want everyone running around outside. They’ll listen to you more than me.”
I consider his point — it’s a good one — and look down at the gathered crowd. A few have already fled, including Simone and the security guys, but the remaining vast majority really do look like they want someone to guide them through this.
“Chester is right,” I say. “You have everything you need here: food, water, air, power, safety. We don’t know what’s going on out there with this atmospheric anomaly, but we do know it’s safe in here. The security guys are going to get on top of the breach and we’re going to get on top of the whole situation. Just stay here and trust us to do that.”
“So you’re leaving?” someone yells. “Do as you say, not as you do? Some of us have families here, too, man!”
A few people echo this with calls of “yeah” and “he’s right,” but fortunately there’s no groundswell of support.
“Everyone is safest where they are,” I reaffirm. It’s easy to say because I believe it to be true, since the conditions in here are completely fine.
People part as I start climbing down from the table, creating a path for Chester and I to leave. Driver and Vicki are coming, too.
But just as my feet touch the ground, the recorded voice returns.
“Please clear away from the entrance,” it says. “Sectoral lockdown is now commencing.”
I feel Driver tugging on my arm. “Uh, Ray…”
I turn to see a large security barrier descending from the top of the entrance, far too evocative of the kind that almost killed me on the Beacon.
Instinctively, I run. I sprint ahead of Driver, trusting she’ll make it, because I can’t waste a single second.
No ifs. No buts. I have to make it.
And I do.
Narrowly, desperately, luckily… I do.
Driver does a full-on body-slide to make it under with a few seconds to spare, and Chester is right behind her.
I watch as he slides under and then tries valiantly to jam some kind of metal implement under the descending barricade.
It’s some kind of costume accessory — a staff or a wand, I think, which five minutes ago he would probably have argued was better suited to a fantasy costume contest rather than sci-fi one. Now, though, he’s going out of his way to try to make sure other people can get out.
The object quickly snaps despite his best efforts, no match for the massive barrier and its relentless progress towards the floor.
I gaze under the bottom and see Vicki. Her oversized cardboard head, part of the robot costume she wore to have fun at the Trivia Night, lies beside her on the ground. She’s taken it off, but the extra second it’s cost her has been decisive.
“We’ll come back,” I vow.
With my face pressed to the ground as the barrier descends, the last thing I see on the other side are Vicki’s lips.
“Save Laika and the kids,” she implores me.
And just like that, she’s sealed inside.
“Simone was worried about her lab,” Chester says, impressively focused. “She’s made it sound routine earlier, but she’s been doing a lot of dangerous work, Ray.”
“Go,” I tell him. “Driver, you too. If Simone is trying to get in there, or she’s already in and needs help, do whatever you can.”
Driver nods several times, listening to every word.
She doesn’t ask where I’m going.
She doesn’t ask what I have to do.
Neither does Chester, because we all know.
My family is counting on me like never before. I don’t know yet if all of this is linked to the reason I brought them here, but the fact of the matter is I did bring them here.
They’re here because of me.
They’re in danger because of me.
And now, I have to do whatever it takes to make sure they make it out.
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Alone, I sprint off towards my family’s dorm faster than I’ve ever run anywhere in my life.
It’s at the far end of the station and I need to get out of the concentric circles of this inner area before anything else, so it’s important my strides are long. There’s a long way to travel, relatively speaking, and I have to be fast.
I instinctively check my phone after ten or fifteen seconds, slowing only as much as I have to and only for a moment.
The news isn’t good.
Even clear of the bar’s Trivia Night signal-blocking technology, there’s no Wi-Fi connection.
I’ve been in a situation too similar to this not to know what that means — the problem isn’t my phone, the problem is the station.
The fact that every unit I pass has its entrance sealed closed cements that certainty. The station’s system has logged an atmospheric anomaly and is locking down to prevent its spread.
I don’t know if there really is an anomaly or if something else is wrong. And whichever is true, I don’t know if it’s been caused by a genuine security breach or if an incidental malfunction has triggered something to alert the cyber security guys.
But with this happening today — the anniversary of VZ Day, while I’m here — it feels like this is about as ‘incidental’ as the problem I walked into when I left my shielded lab on the Beacon.
The Beacon was sabotaged.
And although I can’t afford to fall into negative thoughts, it’s hard to think this is different.
Even as I’m pushing my legs like never before, someone in a robot costume overtakes me. They’re moving so fast that it’s almost hard to believe. Only after a few seconds pass do I realize how they’re moving like that: they’re not someone in a robot costume at all.
No… it’s an actual robot.
It’s one of Major’s Safety Bots, I think, since it looks just like the two I saw and I don’t know of any other robots present on the Vita.
I remember what Major said about the Safety Bots being configured to do anything in their semi-autonomous power to save people from danger. But as I watch this one racing further ahead as it runs in my family’s direction, I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not.
Is he going there because he’s identified a particular danger in the dorms? Obviously that kind of situation is the last thing I want, but if it’s the situation we’re in then I’m glad he’s on the case.
When I pass through the other side of the outer circle of units and reach a straight hallway-like area of the Vita’s main level, the lone robot is totally out of sight.
That thing is fast.
I’m still pushing my body to its speed limit as I take in every detail I can without slowing down. Every single unit is closed, with a security barrier sealing it off from the main open areas of the station.
If there is some kind of problem with the air supply or something else out here, I’ll be in serious trouble. But my family is in trouble right now and the only way is forward, so I —
Holy shit!
When I look ahead after a momentary glance at a branching section of the hallway, where several people are aimlessly running the other way, something fills my entire vision.
It barrels towards my face like a dart, and it takes me a second to realize what it is.
I spin around just as he touches down and turns towards me.
“Laika!” I yell. “What’s happening? Where are they?”
“Doors close, Ray Ray,” he says, flapping his wings in obvious agitation. “Doors close! Laika had to find Ray Ray. Laika had to leave Joe Joe and Scar Scar. Laika has to help Ray Ray help them!”
With my heartbeat pounding from my run, which is only about halfway done, I crouch down to his level. After what we went through on the Beacon with rapidly descending barriers, I know all about Laika’s finely tuned powers of hazard perception.
He kept me alive back then, no doubt about it.
It seems like his instinct today was to get out of immediate danger, leaving Eva and the kids because he knew there would be nothing he could do for them if he was trapped, too. But he’s more antsy than I’ve ever seen him and his words were more hurried than usual, so I have to be sure.
“Are you telling me they’re in the dorms?” I ask. “Trapped? Are you saying a door closed from the ceiling and you got out just in time, so you could help them from outside? You left them so you could help them?”
His wings stop shaking and his body visibly sulks, like a person dropping their shoulders. “Laika do bad?” he asks shakily. “Laika bad to leave Scar Scar when Scar Scar cry?”
I put my hand on his tightly closed wing and shake my head, holding his eyes. “No, buddy,” I insist. “Laika did good. Good boy. Now come on… let’s do this.”
His body straightens. “This way, Ray Ray,” he says, setting off towards them once more. He holds a pace that give me a chance of keeping up, albeit with burning lungs and legs.
I don’t know what exactly we’re going to find or what the robot is doing, but I’m beyond glad that Laika did what he did.
He can do things I can’t — see things I can’t — and whatever the hell is going on here, I have a better chance at fixing it with him at my side than without him.
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“Almost there, Ray Ray,” Laika calls.
Sure, it’s the third time he’s said it, but his encouragement doesn’t hurt.
The central section of the Vita took a while to clear, with those rings of units only having one way in and one way out. That meant I ended up running in most of a complete circle, since my rough knowledge of the layout didn’t extend to knowing exactly where the pathways were.
There’s no sense in crying over split milk in not having taken the most efficient possible route, though, and I really am almost there now.
“Ray Ray, watch out!” Laika suddenly squawks. “Bex!”
I don’t know what he’s talking about until I see a robot bounding towards us. It’s the one I saw running the other way — it has to be — and it rushes past us with the same incredible speed as it overtook me earlier.
I don’t know what to make of this. It would be optimistic to think it’s retreating because the danger in the dorms has passed. Moving at that speed, it seems like its sensors or system-linked observations have determined there’s an even bigger danger somewhere else.
All I know is that Laika called it Bex because it’s practically the exact same model, at least on the outside, as the sometimes helpful and sometimes deadly robot we called Bex on the Beacon.
“Thanks,” I tell him.
“There,” Laika squawks in reply, catching sight of our destination. “Door, Ray Ray. Door close fast! Laika almost trapped, too.”
I don’t stop until I reach the descended barrier he’s calling a door. It’s at the edge of the communal area, between the small bridge and the entrance to the corridor that leads to the individual family dorm entrances.
I can’t see the entrance or even the delivery drop-point where I picked up our meal earlier. Both of those are inside the locked-down zone.
“Is this the only door?” I ask him, sticking with ‘door’ since that’s the terminology he’s using. “Are they trapped in our dorm, or in the main area with the other families?”
“Only this door, Ray Ray,” he replies right away. “More people inside. More people cry.”
I take a deep breath. The metallic barrier is solid and feels thick. It’s snug to the floor and the side walls. And since it came down from the ceiling, there’s no way over it just like there’s no way under and no way around.
The only way is through, but without a robot we can manually control — like Bex — I don’t know how the hell we can do anything.
“Where Bex go?” Laika asks.
I look back that way. My gut says to Simone’s lab, where she sprinted in a panic after blurting out how worried she was. Driver should be there now with Chester, who said Simone has been doing some dangerous research in there.
If her lab is somehow central to all of this, the optimistic take is that the system has detected something like a potentially dangerous reaction and has locked everything down as a precaution. The labs here aren’t physically shielded like mine was on the Beacon, so a hyper-sensitive lockdown protocol probably isn’t the worst idea.
But with the panicked talk of security breaches, the pessimistic take on this would be that Simone’s lab has somehow been compromised. For all I know, this could be corporate espionage rather than anti-ERF sabotage. The all-units lockdown could be a distraction against whatever is going on in that lab.
All I can do is hope Driver and the others, maybe aided by the robot, are going to find a way in.
I could stand here all night in front of the blocked-off dorms where my family is trapped, but that wouldn’t do anyone any good. Like Laika did a matter of minutes ago, I have to leave them for now to increase my chances of getting them out.
“I’m coming back,” I say out loud in their direction. “If it’s the last thing I do, I’m coming back.”
Laika follows my lead and accepts my logic that we have to find the others and tackle what seems like the immediate threat.
The lights are still on — everywhere, as far as I can tell — and the air seems fine. These are two positives we didn’t have going for us on the Beacon, as hard as it is to see any silver linings.
It would be nice if the station’s three-speed automated walkways were working, but I’m left with only the power of my own legs to carry me back the way I’ve just come.
Before long, though, I see a trio coming our way.
“Luna!” Laika says.
They’re unmistakable in their costumes, with Driver’s Zombie Cheerleader joined by Chester’s Frankenstein and Simone’s Mad Scientist.
And even through the makeup, I can see the emotions on their faces as we meet in the otherwise deserted walkway. Driver’s face is the easiest to read of all, maybe because I know her best or maybe because she’s more demonstrative. But either way, she looks as troubled as I feel.
“It’s blocked off, Ray,” Chester reports. For his part, like in Orbs, he’s doing an admirable job of either staying calm or maintaining a good facade. “Same kind of barrier as at the bar and all the other units. How about the dorms? Same?”
“Same,” I sigh in confirmation. “So you couldn’t see any way of getting in to the lab?”
He shakes his head. “These barricades are designed to do one thing and they do it very well.”
“Did you see a robot?” I ask.
Simone answers: “Two. One when I left Orbs. It looked like it was running towards the lab but it must have gone somewhere else. Then we saw another one just after we set off to find you, running back the way we came.”
I gulp. “Towards the lab?”
“Probably not. Probably to wherever the other one went,” Simone says. “Maybe someone is in trouble. They’re supposed to help when people are in immediate danger. Maybe there has been an accident somewhere else. I don’t know what—”
“Enough,” Driver snaps. “Simone, tell him what you told me. Tell him what you were doing in there. Tell him what you did last week.”
I feel my eyes narrow as they move back from Driver to Simone.
“Tell him!” Driver yells.
Simone gulps. “The short answer is that I synthesized theocite. I synthesized the active compounds, safely and replicably, and the resulting samples are in the lab. I’m going to break it back down.”
My head instinctively looks away from Simone, along the walkway towards where she’s just told me there is a sample — no, plural samples — of synthesized theocite.
I don’t know how that could possibly factor in to Shaun’s warning of research causing the Anomaly. As indefensibly reckless as it is, neither the nature of the work or the timeline make sense.
My brain gets all of two seconds to consider the implications and process its anger at how irresponsible Simone has been, until yet another figure appears from that direction.
Taking this pattern of animals, robots and people dashing towards me down the Vita’s walkways to what must be its ultimately insane conclusion, someone dressed as a space marine is bounding our way.
It crosses my mind that the inherent craziness of the Trivia Night, with its ubiquitous costumes, offers potential saboteurs an unsuspicious and in-built opportunity for disguising themselves.
With that in mind, the militarized appearance of this gun-wielding on-comer sends my heart-rate spiking again.
“Stop where are you,” Driver booms, stepping bravely ahead of the rest of us.
The space marine drops its gun and waves rapidly, as if telling us not to worry. The person inside the costume then reaches up and removes their helmet.
His helmet.
I don’t know if this is a case of too little too late, or if it’s better late than never.
All I know is I’m glad to see him.
“Shaun!” Driver exhales in relief.
But for me, knowing what I know about what brought me here, it’s more than relief. If anyone knows more about what’s really going on and what we can do about it, it has to be him.
“Where’s your family?” he asks.
“The dorms,” I tell him.
He nods, looking totally focused. “Okay. I have a computer in the Control Room that sandboxes itself at any interruption on the rest of the system. Banks have them for ransomware attacks and stuff like that. It would take itself fully offline and wouldn’t try to connect to anything until I ask it to. At that point, it can function as a read-only console that will let us see what’s going on. If there’s been some kind of hostile takeover or even if this is just a massive system failure, that could be the only unit that isn’t compromised.”
Driver runs her hand back against her hair, still pulled tightly back in a ponytail. She is more anxious than I’ve ever seen her, even when we were up against Zola. Maybe the difference is that back then we at least knew what we were fighting against.
“But if it’s a hostile takeover, they could be in the Control Room,” she says. “Isn’t that the most likely place they could, you know, control things from?”
Shaun sighs. “I’m guessing the door is going to be blocked either way. But we have to try to get in. If there’s someone in there, we’re probably going to outnumber them and move from there. If there’s not, then once I’m inside we should be able to get some kind of handle on this right away. If we can see what the problem is — if there even is a real problem — we could isolate it and disable any lockdown barriers in safe areas. We could get your family Ray, and we could restore power to the elevators to reach the Emergency Escape Craft. Getting into the Control Room is the best chance we have.”
Hearing the last sentence makes this predicament feel like a sick mirror of the situation on the Beacon, when accessing that Control Room seemed like my only way forward for so long.
“Where were you guys heading before I found you?” Shaun asks.
“Simone’s Lab,” I say. “Did you know what she’s been doing in there?”
“Her synthocite breakthrough?” he asks, telling me he not only knows it exists but also knows the catchy if unoriginal name she’s given him.
I nod uneasily. “Yeah, that. Is that what your hidden message was about?”
Driver jumps in: “What hidden message?” she asks, flicking her eyes between mine and Shaun’s.
I understand that, since I haven’t told her anything about it for fear of being overheard. What I don’t understand is why Shaun narrows his eyes and echoes the question:
“What hidden message?”
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What hidden message?
What the hell does he mean, what hidden message?
“The message you coded in the logo of the last invitation! Just yesterday!” I say, staring at Shaun like he’s crazy for not knowing what I’m getting at.
He widens his eyes and pulls his head back, considering me like I really am crazy.
“Ray…” he begins. “I didn’t send you any hidden message. What did it say?”
“That it was from you!” I blurt out. “Laika spotted it hidden in the logo. It said you’d seen something you weren’t supposed to see and that research here is causing the Anomaly. Only I could do anything about it, and it had to be right now. That’s why I’m here!”
Driver, forceful as ever, jumps in before Shaun. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me this?”
It’s a fair question.
“It explicitly said I shouldn’t mention it to anyone,” I explain. “Even once I got here and even to Shaun, until he brought it up, because someone could overhear.”
Shaun’s hand covers his mouth in thought. “Research here isn’t causing the Anomaly, Ray. Whoever wrote the message said the only thing that could get you to come. Someone wanted you here. But why?”
We’re all totally silent, because we’re all totally stumped.
Well, apart from one of us.
“Ray Ray,” Laika says from his standing position, using a cat-like method of knocking into my leg to get my attention. “That man not look true. That man know more.”
He’s staring squarely at Chester, who hasn’t said anything — but who apparently looks like he’s hiding something.
“Is that right?” Shaun says.
“Uh, well,” Chester says, clearing his throat. His body takes a defensive posture. “I might know one small thing I haven’t found a good opportunity to share yet.”
My eyes focus on his like a hawk on a rabbit.
“First I need you all to know that I have nothing to do with any of this,” he goes on, literally holding his hands up to plead innocence. “But that hidden message… it was me. I added it to Major’s invitation.”
In that instant, it truly feels as though the whole world stops.
I feel every heartbeat, feel every racing breath, sense the rapid pulsing in my wrists and neck.
There is nothing else — only burning rage.
“You’re the reason I’m here,” I croak out through an anger so vast, it’s impossible to conceal. “You’re the reason my family is here.”
“I’m sorry, Ray,” Chester says.
Not enough.
I step towards him, balling my fist.
Not enough…
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For the first time in my adult life, I pull back my fist and thrust it forward in the strongest punch I can muster.
It crashes into the side of Chester’s face, knocking him to the floor.
He immediately raises a hand to the raised area, looking up at me through narrow eyes.
I move forward again, blinded by a rage I haven’t felt since I came face to face with Ignacio Zola, but Driver steps between us.
“Ray, no,” she says.
I turn my gaze to her, beyond disappointed that the fact she fell for this smooth-talking rat is clouding her judgment.
“We need him conscious,” she goes on. “He knows more than we do. What he knows might be able to help us.”
There’s the Driver I know. Hot-headed from time to time, but always with the cool head when it counts most.
I step back, because she’s dead right.
Driver has to feel personally betrayed in a different way than I do. And even though the words are inevitably crossing my mind, the last thing I’m going to do is say I told you so.
“I’m sorry,” Chester says again, holding out his hand to beg for mercy as he stumbles back to his feet.
I’m no pugilist, so it’s no surprise I didn’t do any huge damage. My fist is absolutely screaming in pain, in its own right, which says just about everything about the regularity of my recent fighting schedule.
“Talk,” I bark. “And quickly. While we walk — there’s no time to waste. Shaun, lead us to the Control Room. Laika, sit on my shoulder and keep an eye on Chester when he talks. Call him out.”
“Okay,” the little guy squawks. He’s already proving his worth again, as if he ever has to.
We set off, moving urgently and this time talking as we go.
“I’m on your side in this fight,” Chester says. “Think about it: would I be here if I wasn’t? If this is as bad as we think, then unless we can fix it together I’m going to die with the rest of you.”
Hearing that word almost makes me trip, missing a half-step. “No one is going to die,” I say.
“Unless you keep anything else from us, or someone might,” Driver snaps at Chester. “Keep talking.”
“Fine. As the Vita’s Chief Outreach Officer, all outgoing communications go through me. Ray, Major wrote the invitation you got yesterday morning, just like he wrote every one before it. But this time, I changed something. I added the hidden message. I’m sorry. It was a trick to get you here.”
“True now,” Laika says. “But why lie? Why lie to Ray Ray?”
Laika has always been great at passing his trustworthy judgment on someone’s comments, but now he’s stepping up even further to ask the next question. And it’s a good one — the best one.
“I was paid to do it,” Chester admits. And that’s a bad answer — the worst one.
“True,” Laika confirms. “Who paid?”
“The mining conglomerate. The ERF pays me for outreach work, but it’s not enough. I need more for my cousin’s medical bills. I told you this, Ray. Someone reached out and offered me a three-tier bonus payment. For the first bonus I had to add their hidden message. I got that, then I earned the second bonus when you actually got here. The third would have been for getting you to endorse theocite mining on camera.”
“True,” Laika says.
“And don’t get high and mighty on that,” Chester goes on, sounding almost defiant. “I didn’t know any of this was going to happen. It wasn’t like they paid me to kill you, or even get you into a situation I thought might be dangerous. It was just way too much money to turn down for something I thought was more or less harmless. I didn’t think you’d bring your family, but that wouldn’t have changed things. Like I said, I honestly didn’t think it was dangerous here. And the bird will tell you that’s true. But guess what else is true, Ray? I care more about my family than yours, just like everyone else does. Fucking deal with it.”
Laika hesitates, as though waiting for a clearer final comment to judge, then squawks his latest judgment: “Still true.”
What Driver said earlier is rattling in my mind, about Chester having knowledge that could help us. If nothing else, and if we survive this, his bank records and communication records should give us a starting point for bringing to justice whoever is ultimately responsible.
“Why did you involve me into the message?” Shaun asks him. “How did you know I wouldn’t see Ray right away when he arrived and that he’d sense I was fine and then ask something?”
Chester blows air from his lips. “Number one, everyone here knows you’ve been locked in the launch bay for the past week. Number two… and this is the part I want the bird to hear: I didn’t write the message. I switched out the original ERF logo for the one with the hidden message, but I didn’t write it. My job was just to get it to Ray. I didn’t even know what it said because I don’t know the weird code language it’s written in.”
Shaun, who’s hurrying along right beside me, suddenly stops in his tracks.
“True,” Laika says.
But I’m only looking at Shaun. “What is it?” I ask.
“If they know the code, they know everything,” Shaun gulps. “They must have had backdoor access to my system. That means they’ll know about Simone’s breakthrough. They’ll know she’s just cracked synthocite, which makes their whole theocite mining business totally redundant. God… Ray, this is starting to make the worst kind of sense. They could be trying to get rid of Simone and get rid of the Vita, setting the synthesization research back by years. It would never recover… not if people think it was responsible for a disaster. They could make it look too dangerous to ever pursue.”
“And it looks like they wanted to take you out, too,” Driver says to me. “You’ve been asking dangerous questions, Ray. Chester wanted to get you saying something positive about mining because people are worried about it and people listen to what you say. You’re someone they can’t control, not like all the politicians. They were trying to get three birds with one stone. If you were to die in an ‘accident’ here and the investigation revealed there has been secret research on synthesizing theocite… that’s magic in a bottle for the mining interests. They want to fuel Project Bayzen and reap the rewards when we get there. I guess my dying here would set that back, but I’m collateral compared to you and Simone.”
Wow.
I don’t know where to start with that. I don’t disagree that there’s a lot of logic in it, but there’s a whole lot of speculation, too.
But for some reason, my mind can’t ignore one relatively small point Shaun made.
“You said the miners could make synthocite research look dangerous,” I said. “Shaun, it’s inherently dangerous. I’m not saying you’re responsible for it, but you knew. And you’ve put everyone here at risk by not saying something when you saw something.”
He shakes his head slowly. It’s not the “no” of a man in defensive mode, though, like Chester has been. Shaun is a man of conviction, for better or worse.
“Should restaurants ban steak knives?” he asks. “Because if a madman breaks in, that steak knife becomes a deadly weapon.”
I feel like throwing my hands up. No one can be that obtuse, let alone someone as smart as Shaun. “Come on, man,” I groan. “A knife kills one person at a time and you can stop the guy with a tackle. Synthocite? Seriously? It could blow this whole station. Thousands of lives in an instant.”
Like I’ve said nothing, he keeps shaking his head at the same pace as before. “Agree to disagree, Ray. If we get out of this, Simone’s work is going to change the world for the better in ways the stress of all this is stopping you from seeing right now. Believe me.”
Driver claps her hands together. “Let’s get moving again, come on.”
We all do, even faster than before.
The “if” in Shaun’s point about what Simone’s work can do for the world if we survive is doing a lot of heavy lifting. And in any event, I don’t think this kind of work should ever be done in an occupied location. The ERF’s fledging lunar research site would make much more sense, but the logistics maybe aren’t there yet.
Within another thirty or forty seconds, Shaun points up ahead and tells us that we’re about to reach the Control Room.
It’s barricaded shut, and trust me when I say that the lack of surprise I feel does nothing to lessen my level of disappointment.
“There are no bad ideas,” Simone says, talking for the first time in a while. It now feels more than a little ironic that she’s dressed as a Mad Scientist, what with the research I’ve just found out about. “We need to get into this room. Whatever ideas anyone thinks of to get past this barrier, spit them out.”
“I always used a robot,” I say. “On the Beacon, I could control her with a remote. She had a wrecking ball and a drill. I know the ones here are different, but that’s where my mind goes first.”
“What was it Major said about the Safety Bots?” Driver asks, thinking out loud. “They’re autonomous, right, but they can also be pre-programmed to carry out complex chains of instructions? I know there’s no remote, but can we program them some other way? Shaun?”
“Yeah, from in there,” he sighs, tipping his head to the door. “If the right part of the system was online, we could. But the computers that can be used are all in the Control Room. Our solution is literally on the wrong side of our problem.”
“Wait…” I say. “Driver, do you remember the other thing Major said about what the Safety Bots would and wouldn’t do to save people?”
She shakes her head, but her expression looks slightly concerned as she reads mine. “What are you thinking?”
I gulp. “We have to start a fire.”
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No one speaks for a few seconds.
Simone breaks the silence with a sigh. “When I said there were no bad ideas…”
“No, wait. Ray could be on to something,” Driver chimes in, stepping up in my defense. “Major said something about how the Safety Bots can’t touch someone. He said they would break down a wall to save you from a burning room but they wouldn’t pull you out of the flames.”
“So… what are we thinking?” Shaun asks. “We can’t surround ourselves in fire and hope it’ll smash the door open to give us a way out.”
“I was thinking more like we would start a fire in there,” I explain. “Then if Major is in there like you’re expecting, or even if someone has taken over, the robot would break it down to save them.”
“But we can’t get in,” Shaun says. “That’s the point. If we could get in there, I could try to find out what’s happening and we’d have a choice of potential next moves. But we’re not in there, so we can’t do any of that… or start a fire so the robot smashes our way in. The problem is still in the way of the solution.”
He’s right, but maybe we don’t have to get in there.
“What if we can send a message?” I ask. “The systems are all down and this looks airtight. But there has to be a way.”
“Morse code?” Chester suggests. “We could smash something into the barricade. Would it resonate?”
Shaun shakes his head. “Not enough. And depending on who’s in there, they might not understand the code. It would have to be a pretty long explanation, too. Tapping ‘start a fire’ wouldn’t persuade them.
“Ray Ray,” Laika squawks excitedly. “Laika go?”
We all watch as the little guy flies up to the ceiling, tapping repeatedly on a transparent delivery vent that runs along the top of the wall.
The vent enters the Control Room above the barricade, where the name of a store or service would be if this was any other kind of unit. He might really be on to something.
“Does that have an open drop point in there?” I ask Shaun. “There’s one outside the family dorms. We got a meal delivered in it earlier. Is there a drop point in the Control Room?”
Shaun walks over to the wall and looks straight up. “There is.”
“Is the vent pressurized or anything?” Driver asks.
“It’s not really a ‘vent’ as such,” Shaun says. “But no, it’s not pressurized. There’s wind projection at every drop point and it has reduced gravity, so things don’t scrape or rest on the Perspex and they can kind of ‘bounce’ along more easily. It’s not designed for durability because nothing very heavy goes in there. Really, I wouldn’t worry about Laika’s safety in there. I’d worry about him getting back to us, because the drop point is like a one-way valve. I’m mixing and stretching the metaphors here but it’s like a door that only goes one way.”
“So he would wedge it open or not go the whole way out,” Driver contends. “Laika, dude… you want to do this if it can be done, right?”
“Laika want to help,” he says, flying back to his perch on my shoulder. “Laika leave Joe Joe and Scar Scar to find Ray Ray. Laika want to help Ray Ray. Laika need to help.”
I pet him gently and look squarely at Shaun. “So… can it be done?”
Shaun doesn’t nod, but he doesn’t shake his head, either. I’ll take small hopeful signs wherever I can find them.
“Well…” he eventually says, “first of all we’d need to get him into the vent.”
The base is only around ten feet from the ground, so finding a way to reach it shouldn’t be a major problem.
“We passed a fire extinguisher on the way,” Chester excitedly blurts out. “I’m no engineer, but that’s got to be heavy enough to smash Perspex, right?”
“With the right strength of contact from the right angle?” Shaun considers. “Yeah, one of our heavy duty fire-extinguishers is breaking that every time.”
Chester looks between me and Shaun. “So…”
“Get it,” I tell him, answering for Shaun. “Driver, keep an eye out. He knows where it is, but he’s not going alone.”
Without complaint, she gladly follows my instruction.
Shaun walks closer to me and focuses on Laika. “If you can get in there, can you pass on a message?”
“Yes,” Laika says.
“Good. There’s going to be a little flap, and you’re going to push something to keep it open just a little bit. Okay? That way, you’ll be able to get back to us even if the message you deliver doesn’t work. Are you with me?”
“Yes,” Laika says again. “Laika with Shaun. Laika like Shaun. Shaun like Laika?”
I know the little guy well enough to know he gets like this when he’s stressed. He turns into an approval-seeker like no other, and I still think it must go back to his early days on the Beacon when I don’t know what kind of experiments they were doing with him.
“Laika is a good boy,” I tell him, stating it in those explicit terms like Lorien once told me gets the best emotional response. “Laika is going to help everyone and come back and be safe and happy. Does that sound good?”
He tips his head all the way up and then slowly back down, doing his trademark exaggerated nod for the first time in a while.
Chester and Driver get back very quickly, with a large fire extinguisher in hand.
Shaun says there’s one in the Control Room, too, so anyone who does start a fire would be able to put it out if it got out of hand. Doing so would defeat the whole point of baiting a Safety Bot into smashing through the barricade to help, of course, so part of the message will be to tell them to start a fairly sizable but ultimately manageable fire.
“He’s tallest, I’m lightest,” Driver says, nodding towards Chester. “I can go on his shoulders and swing this thing into the vent. Shaun, where’s the best spot to hit?”
Shaun points Driver to what he thinks is the best target area. It’s well clear of the barricade, and he tells her to aim at the lower part of the side edge — not the bottom edge facing the floor, and not the upper part of the side edge. He’s right in saying this will concentrate the force on the weakest point.
“But you’ll really need to swing it,” Shaun stresses.
I don’t doubt her. If Shaun thinks there’s a chance she can do it, she absolutely can.
Chester saw the score Driver got for throwing a punch earlier, too, in the arcade-style game during our afternoon at Orbs. I’m sure he’s glad it was me who punched him and her who’s doing this.
“Driver…” I tell her, “close your eyes as it connects, okay? You really don’t want any shattered pieces hitting them.”
She thanks me for the tip. Chester then crouches down, awkwardly letting Driver onto his shoulders. He’s tall enough to seem almost ungainly at the best of times, but especially now that he’s green-faced, dressed as Frankenstein’s monster and with another person on his shoulders.
Even in this serious moment, I’m fighting the urge to make a joke about the Zombie Cheerleader costume making it look like Driver is about to do some kind of choreographed move.
We all stand well clear as she pulls back and utterly powers the fire extinguisher into the vent.
And not just into the vent… through the vent.
She did it! On the first try, she really did it. Between Chester’s idea, Shaun’s guidance and Driver’s action, the fire extinguisher has come up trumps.
The now-damaged section of vent is not a pretty sight, but there’s a hole more than big enough for Laika to get through without hurting himself on any sharp edges. Shaun mentioned a modified gravity level within the vent, but given that it’s no longer airtight that won’t be a factor anymore.
Amid congratulatory comments and cheers, Driver jumps down without a word to Chester and comes over to Laika. “You can do this, little dude. You know you can. Ray will tell you what to say to whoever you find in there, and you’re going to say it. All of it. Understood?”
“Yes. Luna do good. Laika want to do good, too.”
“You will,” she says, petting his shoulder. “Just like always.”
Shaun and I settle on a message, enough to explain the situation but not too long for Laika to remember in an unusually stressful moment. His memory is usually flawless, but unpredictable situations can change that.
Chester the snake, to his credit, comes up with the idea of taking a photo of us all together on his phone and composing a text message. Laika can carry it in and show it to the people inside, confirming that the parrot asking them to start a fire so a robot can smash through the door isn’t acting of his own insane accord.
Simone takes her phone from her pocket, since it’s considerably smaller than Chester’s, and offers it up. I take a quick photo and type a message.
“Make sure they look at the phone and read the message,” I tell Laika. “Then tell them what we told you, okay?”
“Yes. Laika ready,” he replies.
“Almost,” Shaun says. He takes off a shoe. “Driver, can you go back up there and stick this shoe in the vent, then Laika can push it along and use it to stop the flap from closing all the way once he’s in?”
She takes the shoe and gets back on Chester’s shoulders, again without a word. They make quick work of it.
Shaun turns back to Laika. “Make sure you don’t push the shoe all the way in, okay? That’s going to stop the flap from closing and locking you in there. You need to push it far enough, but not too far. Don’t let it fall down into the room.”
“Balance shoe at edge,” Laika says. “Okay. Laika like balance game with Lorien.”
We haven’t given him too much to remember, especially now that the phone is involved as a message-carrying device, and I have every faith Laika can do this.
What I don’t know is if he’ll find anyone in there, or who it will be if he does.
“Wait…” I say. “Laika, if you see Major, keep going. If there’s no one there, come back. If you see other people but not him, come back and tell us what you see, okay?”
“No worry, Ray Ray,” he says, perceptive as ever. “Good plan. Laika okay.”
And with that, the bravest bird who ever lived — as well as the smartest and most affectionate — takes hold of Simone’s small phone and carries it into the transparent vent.
He pauses before leaving our sight, crossing beyond the barricade that divides us from the all-important Control Room.
And now, all we can do is wait.
“Godspeed, little dude,” Driver says, coming over to stand next to me and lean in. “Godspeed.”
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There’s nothing worse than waiting.
When there’s a horrible problem and all you can do is wait for your plan to play out — even if it’s only for a minute — the feeling of helplessness is almost overwhelming. I’ve been there before and I’m there all over again now.
But this time is even worse, since the plan we’re carrying out involves Laika flying into potential danger. Now that he’s out of sight, I’m not just waiting for him to come back with good news… I’m praying he’ll come back at all.
The two signs that things have gone well would be pretty surreal to anyone who wasn’t in my shoes. If Shaun’s idea to keep the delivery vent’s flap open with a shoe works, the first we’ll know that things have gone well will be when a parrot flies out to tell us.
The other good sign, whether it’s the second if Laika can get out or the first if he can’t, will be a robot bounding towards me.
“He shouldn’t take long,” Driver says. She’s focusing on me as she says it, as if looking for me to convince her that she’s right.
I force the closest thing to a brave smile I can manage. But the tension is unbearable, and I’m already starting to think something should be happening now. One of our signs should be here.
Seconds pass silently. They feel like minutes. Hell, they might even be. I’m staring at the vent for a sight of Laika listening eagerly for the sound of heavy robotic footsteps.
“There should be something by now,” Shaun says. The words lower the mood further, turning the tension to an oppressive kind of trepidation, but I can’t blame him for saying them. He’s right. There really should have been a sign by now.
And then… a sound.
At last… a sound.
It’s not the robot footsteps, though. No. It’s not footsteps at all.
“Laika coming, Ray Ray!” our trusty feathered friend calls. He sounds distant, likely at the end of the vent. But he’s there, and the verve in his voice tells me he’s happy with what he’s about to tell us.
Seconds later he’s in sight, and within a few more he’s carefully squeezing out of the broken vent.
He lands just below it and the rest of us gather in an arched line, like a semi-circle, desperate to hear what he’s seen.
“Major make fire,” he reports. “Major and friend trust Ray Ray.”
“How many friends? How many people were in there?” Shaun asks.
“Two,” Laika replies immediately. “Major and one more. Major and man.”
Shaun nods. “Major plus one… okay.”
“Did they give you the phone back with another message?” I ask.
“Laika not want to stay with fire,” he says. “Laika no like fire.”
I crouch down to his level. “And they saw the phone? You explained everything and showed them the phone, then you left as soon as they started the fire?”
He does his slow, decisive nod. “They saw picture. They want Shaun to help. Major say fire good idea. Major say… good boy, Laika. Laika is a good boy!”
As I reach my hand out to pet him and tell him that he really is a good boy, everyone’s attention is taken by a rumbling noise coming from behind us.
I turn in the direction it’s coming from. The sound builds for a few seconds before it comes into view, but I already know what it is.
“Bex!” Laika squawks in glee. “Fast, Bex! Need to break wall to stop fire!”
When the safety Bot reaches us, it stops and mulls over our group for a second or two before returning its gaze to the door.
“Step back. Step back. Step back,” a fittingly robotic voice beams from its unseen speakers.
I then watch in amazement as it uses its left hand to pull the right hand all the way off.
It’s modular, like Bex, but in a very different way. Instead of an attachment being put on, this guy has his emergency equipment built-in.
Once the hand is disconnected, his arm opens up at the wrist and a sharp and serrated rod-like item extends outwards. It then begins shaking — almost like an oversized and overpowered carving knife, albeit with a much sharper point.
The robot lowers itself to the ground, kneeling in a way Bex simply couldn’t. This model is less like the Robex-2 than I realized, with countless serious internal and functional improvements masked by the first-glance similarities.
“The bottom is the weakest spot,” Shaun says, watching in similar awe. He’s far more familiar with this model than I am, by virtue of living here and having a high-ranking position of knowledge and oversight, but even he is hugely impressed to see theory put into action as the Safety Bot steps up.
And I’ll be honest — I’m hugely impressed by this.
I still have reservations about relying on machines for security work and a whole different set of reservations about hooking such powerful and nimble robots up to a centralized control system. Whatever happens, I think I always will. But right now I couldn’t be happier that the proof of concept as to the robot’s inherent ability is staring me in the face.
The extended cutting rod is easily eighteen inches long, which means it must be telescopic to have been able to fit within the arm cavity.
That’s just long enough to cut all the way through the barricade, Shaun tells me, which can’t be a coincidence.
I don’t want to take anything for granted and hold my breath when the rod first makes contact with the barricade.
The sound is absolutely hellish. Forget nails on a chalkboard… it’s like rusty gears clattering into a buzz-saw.
The robot starts at the floor. It pushes the rod in firmly, like it’s using an impact driver for an everyday task rather than piercing a state-of-the-art, airtight metal barricade. Once the rod is in, it moves slowly upwards, then stops around two feet up and starts moving horizontally towards the wall. Within no more than thirty seconds, a section of the barricade is totally severed.
“Step back. Step back. Step back,” it booms again, standing up and retracting the rod back into its arm recess.
“That has to be heavy as hell,” Chester points out, looking down at the square hunk of metal. “Shaun, can it really push that in? The mass of the metal has to be more than the robot’s.”
“I think he’s going to pull it,” Shaun says.
Sure enough, he’s right.
A new attachment emerges at the robot’s ‘wrist’ area. It then moves into position to pull rather than push — using what must be an incredibly strong magnet rather than what would have had to be an impossible amount of brute force.
It’s actually a pretty elegant solution to a difficult problem.
The attachment is like a hollow cylinder with a powerful magnet at the base. Whether by basic adhesion or weaker magnetism, the far end of the cylinder attaches itself to the chunk of barricade. That chunk is irresistibly attracted to the stronger and far larger magnet at the other end of the cylinder, but prevented from reaching it by the cylinder’s outer frame.
This ingenious setup allows the robot to inch backwards and effectively pull the chunk with it, leaving a neat square hole big enough for a person.
“Step back. Step back. Step back,” the robot shouts one last time, as soon as the hole is apparent. It ducks down and crawls inside.
The next thing I hear is the sound of a fire extinguisher.
“The coast is clear!” Major calls, just seconds later.
Shaun dives in first, almost instantly, and he’s followed by Laika swooping through at almost the exact same time.
“After you,” Driver says.
She doesn’t have to say it twice. I drop to my knees and pass through the barricade.
At last… we’re in.
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It was a lot more considered than Bex’s wrecking-ball method of getting me through locked doors and barricades, but once again a robot has paved my way.
The Safety Bot has done what we wanted and our reward is access to the Control Room. And although that’s no silver bullet to solve our broader problem of halting whatever kind of attack or malfunction has locked everyone else in their respective units, it sure is a start.
Shaun has been clear all along that getting into this room is crucial. This is where he keeps his sandboxed computer, as he called it, and it’s the only place where a full system reboot could be possible.
“Laika get shoe now,” the little guy says, immediately flying up to get Shaun’s shoe down from the edge of the vent now that we no longer need that emergency access method.
When I get inside and glance around, I see Major and an unfamiliar colleague standing by a series of computer screens. The guy is still looking at the screens, striking the pose of a Wall Street dice-roller watching giant stock tickers as everything tanks to zero.
“We were counting on you,” Major says, extending a hand to help me to my feet. “We don’t know what the hell is going on, Ray, only that the systems are going haywire and we can’t do anything about it. But I felt less defeated knowing you were here than I would have if you weren’t. Nigel, my logistics administrator, is at a total loss.”
The man, standing at Shaun’s left, turns around as Major references him. He’s in his forties or fifties. I don’t recognize him.
Shaun gives me a subtle okay gesture with his hand. He clearly knows Nigel, and he’s clearly vouching for him.
One thing I’ve always thought about Major, even when we were butting heads, is that he’s a pretty good judge of character. He promoted Driver out of nowhere, after all, and that bet has done nothing but pay dividends upon dividends.
“We’ve just never seen anything like it,” Nigel says. “The system thinks there’s a danger of pathogenic spread. That’s why everything is locked down. But there’s no sign of any pathogens in the sensors — if we can trust the data we’re seeing — and the Vita doesn’t even host any pathogen-related research.”
“So there’s no sign of a physical breach?” I ask, looking at the screens and trying to make sense of it all.
There are no live video images from anywhere. On each of the screens where there clearly should be, all I see is the same text: FEED UNAVAILABLE.
“None,” Nigel replies. “No sign of physical sabotage, no contact from anyone, nothing. All communications systems are completely offline. Earth will know something is wrong, but none of the details. Hell, we don’t know the details.”
“Where are the cyber security guys?” Driver asks as she enters. I notice she’s sent Chester in first, wisely still keeping an eye on him. I forgot to make sure she’d do that, but her head is clearly in the game. “We saw them leaving Orbs before us. They didn’t come here?”
Shaun, already typing rapidly on a small laptop, answers without looking away. “I didn’t see them outside,” he says. “If they came here, it would have been locked. They probably headed for their office which will be locked, too. I like those guys but their system has just failed in the worst way. No disrespect, but I know the way forward better than they do. Someone could try to find them and bring them here, but they would only get in the way.”
Driver turns to me with a surprised expression. There’s no ego in Shaun — we both know that — and he seems very decisive about moving ahead without those guys. His fingers are moving so fast that he clearly does have a way forward in mind, and I’m willing to see where he’s going with it.
“You think this is a cyber attack?” Major asks. “How could that be possible?”
Still typing and clicking as fast as only he can, Shaun answers without missing a beat: “We think the Minexa conglomerate is behind this. Ray will fill you in on that side of things but on the cyber side… those guys have had a physical presence here since the start. Their station-based researchers are caught up in this, too, so let’s give them the benefit of the doubt and say they’ve been unwittingly sending back all kinds of data about our system infrastructure, which you know I’ve told you isn’t perfect. And if someone wants a way in, they only need to find one hole. A security team has to keep every possible entry point tightly guarded. You have to remember this place was built as an evacuation craft, where everyone would be on the same page and pulling in the same direction. The underlying infrastructure they layered the security systems onto wasn’t built with international competition and corporate espionage in mind.”
Major turns to me right away, wide-eyed in wonder. “Minexa? The miners? And you’re the one who can fill me in?”
I tell him, as quickly as I can, about the letter I received. I give Chester as much blame as he deserves and explain that he was paid to send a hidden message designed to get me, and would be paid more to record me saying positive things about theocite mining.
Major sends Chester one of the most hateful looks I’ve ever seen. Beyond any doubt, I don’t need Laika to tell me that he is feeling genuinely betrayed, too.
I mention the lie about Vita research causing the Anomaly and tell him that it was written in Shaun’s unbreakable code, confirming that even his main computer, connected to the system, was compromised. I wrap up by telling Major that considering the timing of all this alongside Simone’s synthocite breakthrough — which he doesn’t look surprised enough to be hearing for the first time — we think it has to be related to the powerful mining interests trying to secure their position as the gatekeepers and fuelers of the potentially endlessly lucrative Bayzen Project.
“The scumbags,” Major groans. He turns to Chester, inching towards him. “And you!”
I step between them, placing a hand on Major’s chest. Regardless of their relative age and height, any physical confrontation would be a first-round knockout in Major’s favor. And as Driver pointed out, like it or not, we might need Chester conscious.
“In good time,” I say to Major. “But not now.”
Without breaking his scornful eye contact with Chester, he backs off.
“Guys…” Shaun calls.
We all gather round instantly.
“Okay, so I told you a little bit about this computer,” he goes on. “It would be a lot to explain to you guys, no offense, but it’s basically my last-resort backup. If there’s any kind of interruption to the power supply or network connectivity, it switches to a read-only mode and sandboxes various elements of the operating system. The other computers are bricked. Right now, I couldn’t force a full reboot even if we wanted to. What I can see for sure is that someone has programmed the system to act like it’s acting. No one is externally connected to the station right now and no one is controlling things from another computer. This has all been pre-programmed and a virus injection kick-started the cascade just after the telescope capsule opened. That’s when the power died.”
I run my hand back through my hair. “That timing can’t be a coincidence either, right?”
Shaun, navigating through system logs in a font smaller than I could ever comfortably use, shakes his head. “There are no coincidences here, Ray. I’m seeing one thing at a time and I can see that the virus container was locally planted in the system earlier today.”
“Locally?” Major booms. “By someone here?”
Instinctively, our eyes turn to Chester.
“Let me get through one thing at a time,” Shaun says. “What I was saying was… the container tried to execute immediately, but it failed. The security system blocked it, but didn’t raise any alarm. The virus successfully executed later, less than a second after the power died. It’s like the security systems took a second to reboot after the downtime and the virus executed in that opportunity gap. Someone could have killed the power, but that could only happen in here.”
Major shakes his head. “I was here the whole time. Where was he?” he asks, pointing at Chester.
“With us,” I reply.
Shaun exhales sharply. “Okay, so maybe it was remote. Maybe they sensed the virus had failed to execute the first time and did something else to kill the power. I don’t know how that could be done, but it’s my best guess. What I’m trying to see now is if there was any strange activity locally around that time or the time of the first virus execution. So far I’ve not seen… ohhhh… wait… there it is. The virus injection!”
We all lean in.
Shaun turns around and looks at me, an utterly dumbfounded and desolate expression on his face. “Ray…” he gulps. “It was Vicki.”
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“No it wasn’t,” Driver says. “Shaun, look again. There’s no way. Not Vicki.”
I can’t even speak. If I could, I would say something very similar to that.
Driver is right. She has to be right. There’s just no way she’s not.
It wouldn’t make any kind of sense.
Surely…
Shaun points to the screen. “I’m not guessing here, Driver. Vicki inserted a two terabyte Lexxpro flash drive into her online computer, and that injected the virus into the system.”
My knees literally buckle, forcing me to catch myself on Shaun’s chair.
Major throws an arm out to support my efforts, holding my weight under my shoulder.
“Th-that’s my hard drive,” I stutter. “I gave it to her. The hidden message told me to bring all of Laika’s data from his work with Lorien at home, because everything was connected.”
“So what the hell is a virus doing on it?” Driver asks. “How would they get it on your hard drive?”
My chest tightens as it all starts to come together in my mind. “It was Lorien’s data, from her computer,” I sigh. “She told me she had internet problems a few days ago and the company sent a guy into her house to fix it. They must have planted the virus there, then set up this message to make sure I’d come and make sure I’d bring the data. All of this is because of me.”
“No,” Chester says, speaking up for the first time since we came in here. “I know you don’t care what I have to say, and I’m not saying you should. But this isn’t your fault. I have my share of blame for the part I played in helping them to deceive you, but you have none.”
“They have most of it,” I say.
It is Chester’s fault I’m here… but he’s a pawn, when all is said and done. He did it to help his family, not knowing the danger he was dealing with, and now he’s as caught up in this shit-show as the rest of us.
I think back to Orbs, too, when we were desperately trying to get under the barricade before it descended all the way. Once he was free, he tried his best to stop it from blocking everyone else in. That’s not the action of someone who’s in on any of this.
Shaun looks at me with a focused expression. “So they wanted you here to bring the virus. It had to be physically injected into the system and no one else was coming from Earth. They planned all of that and it worked. It worked because they know you and they knew our code. They could only have the code via an existing exploit, but it must have been something that let them eavesdrop with read-only access, like what this sandboxed backup is giving me now. To actually takeover the system’s controls, they needed to physically inject a virus.”
“But why?” Major asks, throwing his hands up. “Why Shaun? What are they doing?”
“I’m looking,” Shaun replies, getting back to the screen in front of him as he keeps talking. “What we’ve been thinking is that they might have found out about Simone’s synthocite breakthrough via their eavesdropping, and they’re trying to kill the research before it goes any further.”
My eyes flick to Major. He looks utterly shellshocked.
“Before we dive into this stuff…” I interject. A multi-tasking idea is just now settling in my mind, a few minutes later than it would have if I wasn’t so overwhelmed with stress and now an oversized portion of guilt to boot.
“Yeah?” Shaun asks.
But I’m not talking to him. “Driver, Laika…” I begin. “Would you guys go and try the same robot-baiting trick at the dorms, to smash the barricade? Laika, you can fly in and tell Eva to start a fire. There are lighters and there’s a drop-point for the delivery vent past the barricade. I picked up a meal from it earlier, just outside the entrance to the dorms, and I couldn’t see it after the breach. You could get in like we got in here.”
“Totally,” Driver says. “Split the workload, use our time. We’ll do it. Are you up for the same thing again, little dude?” she asks Laika.
“Help Joe Joe and Scar Scar!” he squawks, almost giddily. “We go now!”
“Same plan and same precautions as we used here,” I say. “Chester, you’re going, too. Carry the extinguisher and give Laika one of your shoes to stop the flap from closing all the way.”
He doesn’t complain, and they set off without another word.
With the room’s population down by three, Major looks back to Shaun. “You were saying, on the miners trying to kill synthocite research before it gains steam…?”
“If they don’t, it’s going to kill their business,” Shaun goes on, still demonstrating his rare ability to talk in detail about one complex thing while working on another with his hands and eyes. “We know that, and so will they. If the effective components of theocite can be so easily synthesized, the Balena could leave for Bayzen right now with a Synth Lab and the right start up materials. And that’s just the start. The broader effects of this are going to be revolutionary. We have tunnel vision on the headline news about synthocite, but Simone’s broader work is a quantum leap in energy generation. It builds on what Ray did with theocite and really takes it all to the next level. Basically… this is going to help a lot of people, but it’s going to make us a lot of enemies. It’s more disruptive than I think any of you know right now. Even you, Simone.”
Nigel, looking over Shaun’s shoulder like the rest of us, suddenly leans in. “Wait, is this a live view?”
“Yeah,” Shaun says. “The camera systems are all completely offline, not just inaccessible, but we still have a live life-signature map.”
I see a 2-D, top-down map of the Vita. There are green dots all over the place, including several in this room. We’re also joined by a yellow dot and a blue dot.
Looking around the map, I instantly notice a huge cluster of green dots inside Orbs and another sizable cluster in the family dorms. Aside from that, there are a lot more in the other doors and small groupings all over the place.
I also spot another blue dot, very close to the family dorms.
Shaun points at four green dots in the hallway. “There’s the cyber squad,” he says, “right outside their office. It has to be locked, like we thought.”
Nigel interjects with a loud exhalation, taking everyone’s attention before he continues: “Yes, but the main things this tells us are bigger than that. No red dots means no one is dead, and the map also shows us that no one is in any of the other high-security areas or anywhere near the Emergency Escape Craft. There’s no getaway, no bad guys, no dead bodies.”
He’s right. No one speaks for a second as we all ponder the implications.
“Are blue dots Safety Bots?” I ask, pointing to the two I’ve spotted.
Shaun nods without looking away. “And yellow is a non-human animal. We don’t have any animal labs or livestock, so it’s just Laika.”
“So why would the Bot go where it has?” I push. “That’s where my family is. Shaun, can you see atmospheric data or anything like that?”
He swipes to a new view and types in commands. “I should be able to… but the Bot being there doesn’t necessarily mean anything bad. Its job is to keep people alive, and it maybe just ran to the most densely populated spot. It doesn’t look like it’s broken down the barricade, because it’s standing outside. That should mean there’s no immediate danger inside, so it’s probably just there because that’s where the most people are.”
I don’t exactly breathe a sigh of relief — there’s no call for that yet — but Shaun’s logic eases the worst of my immediate fears.
“Atmospheric readings look good in both spots,” he confirms a few seconds later. “Same as the rest of the station.”
“What’s the red triangle over here?” Major asks, tapping a spot all the way to the left of the screen.
For the first time, Shaun hesitates.
“That’s my lab,” Simone gulps.
“Shaun!” Major booms, knocking him firmly on the shoulder. “What is it?”
Almost reluctantly, Shaun taps some commands to zoom in on Simone’s lab and change the display format of the available data.
I see a table of numbers and a rudimentary top-down diagram of the lab. Even without knowing exactly what I’m looking at, I know the ever-increasing red numbers on the table aren’t good news, and I know the series of exclamation point symbols flashing on the diagram are even worse.
“What does it mean?” Major asks, as impatient as I am. “Are we in trouble?”
Finally, Shaun looks away from the screen.
“I wouldn’t call it trouble,” he says, his voice suddenly weak and eyes suddenly heavy. “Guys… I think we’re already dead.”
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I’m stunned.
For Shaun, normally so level-headed, to say something like that… it must be bad.
“That’s my reaction chamber,” Simone says, pointing at the screen and speaking in a quick, panicked voice. “There is a leak, and the safety cut-off has been overridden! There is a hard physical cut-off, too, but the automatic one has been overridden. And now something is happening inside the reaction chamber… it’s getting hotter and hotter. Guys, the chamber was empty when I left and there has never been any warning about its integrity. One hundred percent, it was empty and it was intact! Someone must have been in there. There has to be someone here, doing all of this!”
“I don’t have full logs for your lab or the mining labs,” Shaun says. “There’s no sign of unusual atmospheric changes in either of those and there was no one inside when this all started, since it’s way past regular working hours. The problem is yours. And no, someone hasn’t been in there.”
“Simone, didn’t you say you saw a robot?” I ask her. “Running towards your lab, but you thought it went somewhere else? What if it went in? Major… you said the Safety Bots can be pre-programmed to perform long chains of complex tasks. And they’re remotely connected to all of these primary systems, aren’t they? These primary systems that have been hijacked by the virus?”
Major and Simone share a long, uncomfortable look.
“But… but… how could they know how to operate my machinery?” Simone asks. “How could they know the layout of my lab, the position of my samples, the—”
“They know everything!” Shaun yells. “Guys, they know everything! They have us by the balls because they’ve been watching and waiting and they picked their moment to strike. Simone, maybe there’s a camera planted on part of your machinery. Maybe a micro drone flew behind you one day and has been living on the wall ever since. At some point there might have been someone here, setting things in motion. They’ve been gone for a long time if they were, because no one has left in forever. And they sure as hell aren’t here now, because there’s no one near your lab or the Emergency Escape Craft, and no one is going to survive if this reaction completes. The way the numbers are going, we have minutes.”
“How many?” I ask. “Right now I don’t care who set the damn death train in motion, we just have to stop it!”
Without answering, Shaun turns to Simone. “What’s the worst thing someone could do in there?”
“Mix my synthocite samples with BioZol and ignite it at the ultra-heated activation point,” she says, bluntly but not all calmly. Her voice is shaking, even more than her body.
And believe me, I’m shaking, too.
“BioZol?!” I gasp. “Synthesizing theocite is reckless enough, but what the hell were you thinking keeping it in the same room as BioZol? That’s the combination Zola nearly destroyed the world with! That’s the combination I used to blow up the Beacon and get rid of him for good, and it hardly took any. You said you had four samples of synthocite? Ultra-heating one of them and adding BioZol with the spark would kill us all a dozen times over. I don’t care how insulated your reaction chamber is, I don’t think it could withstand a fraction of that force even if it was still airtight and insulated. But with the system showing a leak — probably a hole precisely drilled by a robot, like our robot just cut its way through the barricade — we have no chance of surviving it. What the hell have you done?”
“Followed in your footsteps!” Simone yells back, although it’s more of a shriek. “I was not even mixing them like you were, Ray! My work was safer until someone did this with it. I’m sorry. I am. But I did not do this any more than you did.”
Not that it matters, but she’s right.
I started this train in motion — not Simone. Sure, she picked up the mantle. She took the baton and ran with it. But I’m the one who first landed on ultra-heated theocite enrichment.
I’m the one who gave Zola the idea, just like I’m the one who gave Simone the idea. I stopped his manic plan to destroy the world in the nick of time, and Shaun’s uncharacteristically defeatist reaction tells me the odds are even longer that I can stop Simone’s work from destroying the Vita and everyone on it.
And maybe Simone is right. With the physical safeguards she told me about earlier, her research probably was safe… right until I brought an infected hard drive on to the station.
I want to kill whoever is ultimately behind all of this, but part of me can only marvel at the wicked and devious ingenuity of involving Shaun, code and all, and going as far as to have someone enter Lorien’s home to plant the virus in her research data.
I was played — no two ways about it. All I can do now is fight tooth and nail to make sure I won’t be beaten.
“Major, can you program this robot to cut its way into the lab?” I ask, trying to focus our minds on possible solutions instead of wallowing for another second in the depth of our problems. “I know it’d have to be extra careful, with the chamber being so close. But can we do it?”
Shaun answers first: “We’re locked out of programming anything, Ray. We have read only access. The only way I can see for us to get out of this is a remote system reboot, which we can’t do without a live communications system. It has to be simultaneously authorized from all three of the ERF’s other major locations — New Zealand, Colorado, and the Balena — and the protocol is explicit that it won’t be done until at least 24 hours without contact, as an attempt to reestablish comms. Even without any contact, observation satellites and even Earth-based telescopes will be picking up that our lights are still on and people are still alive. A reboot is so dangerous, with the possible effects of power loss on active research, that it’ll only happen if we ask for it.”
“Which we could theoretically do from the Emergency Escape Craft, couldn’t we?” I ask.
Major’s eyes light up, encouraging me more than a little.
“Operationally, they’re not part of the station, Shaun,” I go on. “I know that from Joe’s model. This could be it! They’re not linked to everything else in the same way… the radios should still be working.”
“How are we planning to get inside?” Shaun says. “None of those Escape Craft are part of the station, like you said, but that means they’re not under the Safety Bot’s remit. There’s no way to sneak Laika in there and there’s no one inside to start a fire, but even if there was, the robot wouldn’t break the barricade. And believe me, there’s going to be at least one barricade between here and the Craft.”
“Nigel, go and check it out,” Major orders, sending his logistics administrator upstairs to scout out the obstacles.
“Even then…” Shaun says. “Convincing all three of the other Senior Coordinators to go through with this would take time, too. And it’s not like there’s a literal countdown on here, but with how fast these temperatures are rising, time is the one thing we don’t have.”
Simone looks closely at the screen again. “With how much it’s changed already, I’d say we have twenty minutes at most,” she whispers.
Only it’s not really a whisper as such… more of a breathless, desperate, desolate croak.
“And I do not like the idea of a reboot while this reaction is in play,” she continues. “We do not know what kind of tripwires these maniacs might have programmed into their virus. A loss of power could automatically spark an ignition and BioZol injection, and the synthocite is already hot enough for that to be, well… cataclysmic.”
Cataclysmic.
Damn.
For a level-headed chemical researcher to use a word like that speaks volumes of what Simone is reading from the data. She knows her systems a lot better than I do, so I have no choice but to take her hellish word for it.
As the word rattles around my mind and presumably everyone else’s, Laika finally returns from his mission to the dorms.
I hear him before I see him, and I hope to hell he has some better news than we do…
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Chester and Driver, in that order, follow close behind Laika, but the little guy is already talking before they’re even inside and back on their feet.
“New door past vent, Ray Ray,” he tells me. “Laika no see robot. Vent no go all the way. Vent stop before new door, Ray Ray. Laika sorry. No can go in.”
“It was a bust,” Chester glumly reports. “There’s no barricade where you saw one earlier, but there is one even closer to the dorms’ entrance. Like Laika said, we can get to the external delivery drop point, but no further.”
It’s bad news — no two ways about it.
Major, to his credit, maintains a degree of calm in efficiently sharing our disastrous news with the recently returned trio.
They look as harrowed as they should, with Laika showing his sadness and fear at least as clearly as Driver and Chester.
Major also shares with them the possibility of a remote reboot, albeit with the caveat that it can’t come soon enough to solve our existential threat.
But for me, knowing there is an avenue to undo the lock-in aspects of the virus, albeit one too slow to rely on right now, at least gives me some knowledge that my family isn’t going to be trapped in there for days.
If we can survive the next twenty minutes and somehow disable the runaway reaction in Simone’s lab, which are admittedly two colossally huge ifs, the rest should take care of itself in a matter of hours.
What I don’t understand is why — and how — a Safety Bot is now standing beyond a new barricade. Something just doesn’t add up.
“Can you see when the barricades came down?” I ask Shaun.
“No,” Shaun says. “But if you’re wondering about the robot, I am, too. I should be able to see its movements.”
“How come this one is still here, anyway?” Chester asks. “We think one went into the Synth Lab, right? And now it’s at the dorms. Why is it there and this one here?”
“I think this has to be the one I powered down earlier,” Major says. “Remember, Ray, when I did that to show you it could be done? If only I’d powered down both, I think all of this could have been avoided. The manual power down puts it into manual autonomous mode when it reboots, until it’s physically connected to a charging point and an authorization code is physically entered. There’s no way to remotely override that. They might both have been supposed to receive programmed instructions when the virus took over, and this one just couldn’t be reached. Or, alternatively, only one received instructions and now that the job is done it’s reverted to its normal mode.”
“The other one definitely entered the Synth Lab,” Shaun reports. “Look, I can see its past movements.”
We all watch as he holds down a button to make the robot’s blue dot move around the map in fast-forward. Sure enough, it heads for the Lab. A green dot moves close behind it — Simone — but we see that she arrived just after the robot entered.
“So when I thought it had gone somewhere else, it was already inside,” she gasps. “And the barricade rose for it, then came down again?”
“It must have,” Shaun said.
Meanwhile, at the other end of the rudimentary map, I see the dot representing myself running towards the dorms. I see a robot overtake me, as I remember, and then it runs back the other way.
I ask Shaun to move forward more quickly. He does. The top-down replay of everyone’s movements show that my robot left the dorms for Orbs, where it stood for a few seconds.
“Another heavily populated zone,” Major points out.
We see that this un-corrupted robot then moved to a few more areas, seemingly checking for people in life-threatening danger, before returning to a central position until the fire began.
The Lab-entering robot, on the other hand, made its way to the dorms right after it did its dirty work in there. On top of what we know is going on in the Lab, this is another cause of real concern. I’d like to think it simply returned to its regular programming once it followed out the devious instructions to begin the reaction, but that still doesn’t explain why it’s standing beyond the old barricade and even closer to the dorms.
I know it didn’t break through, because Driver and Laika just saw that barricade fully intact without realizing what was standing on the other side.
What counts most right now is the reality that nothing will matter unless we can do something about the runaway reaction in Simone’s lab. If it continues to completion, the Vita will be destroyed in less than twenty minutes.
It doesn’t get much realer than that.
I don’t know how we can do this. All I know is that so far, a fire has been the only thing that’s worked for us. With that in mind, I turn to Simone and ask the only potentially forward-looking question I can think of:
“Does your lab have a delivery drop-point, from the vent?”
“Yes,” she says, narrowing her eyes in apparent confusion that I care either way. “But there is no one inside.”
I turn to Major. “And what did you guys use to start the fire in here?”
“A lighter from the tool box,” he replies.
I sigh. Laika can do a lot of things, but safely operating a lighter isn’t one of them. I’m sure he could learn with enough practice, but manual dexterity is obviously one of his weaker points — relatively speaking — and we don’t have time for lessons or room for error.
Following my eyes and sensing what I’m getting at, Driver perks up. I can see it on her face as well as in her posture.
“Shaun,” I go on, “do you have any of the old timed explosives from the bunkers? You know, the ones Isaac first showed us? The ones that did the trick on the seabed, the Moon, the Beacon…”
At the very mention of explosives, Simone jumps right in. “Blowing through the barricade into my lab would be a death wish,” she says. “The synthocite is already hot enough that a spark and a reaction with the BioZol would kill us. We need to stop them from meeting, not destroy the chamber and make it happen faster. It’s already too late to stop it with force.”
“Shaun?” Driver repeats, holding her position.
He stands up and opens a box on the floor, next to the fire extinguisher and a large tool box. “Of course I do, just like we had them in the bunker.”
“I didn’t know they were in here,” Major laments. “We could have gotten out!”
Shaun looks at him blankly. “It’s not my job for you to know where things are. Anyway, Ray… yes, I have some. But Simone is right. We can’t blow the barricade in.”
Driver and I share a knowing glance.
“I understand that,” I say. “But what if one of us could fly inside and blow it out?”
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Is a bad plan better than no plan? I guess we’re about to find out.
Because trust me: I’m not saying this is a good one… it’s just the only one we have.
Sending a parrot into a delivery vent to tell someone to start a fire is one thing. In fact, it’s a lot of things. It’s bold and it’s reckless and it’s probably a hundred other things, too.
But sending a parrot into a delivery vent to set off an explosive within a few feet of a powder-keg chemical reaction chamber?
Well, that is only one thing: a last resort.
We are where we are, though. And as I look at the little guy’s eager-to-please face, I’m glad all over again that Laika is here with us.
I can tell Shaun doesn’t like it. I can tell Major doesn’t like it. I can tell Chester doesn’t like it. Most of all I can tell Simone doesn’t like it, as rightly worried about the delicacy of the chamber as she is.
What’s most telling is that as much as they don’t like it, they’re not speaking against it. If that doesn’t reflect our desperation, I don’t know what could.
The flip-side of that is what’s also telling: that Driver and I, along with Laika himself, are the most relaxed of the group.
It’s all relative, of course, and I’d rather the plan involved just about anything else. But the three of us have been in the heat of battle before — together. No one else was with us on any of the occasions the timed explosive devices saved our asses, and a whole lot more besides.
We all trust the devices, Laika trusts our ideas, and Driver and I sure as hell trust him to carry them out.
It’s already entered my mind that we could use these explosive devices to access the Emergency Escape Craft, where there’s a radio. The issue is that it’ll almost certainly take more time than we have to get in, power it all up, and then crucially persuade all three ERF Senior Coordinators on Earth to give the reboot order. Another is that Simone is worried any loss of power could trigger an immediate explosion, meaning that even successfully requesting a reboot could result in ultimate and explosive failure.
I also know the devices give us a potential route into the dorms where my family is holed up with dozens of others. But with a hijacked robot standing beyond the barricade, freaking it out might not be the smartest move.
Assuming the robot would react dangerously is a very hypothetical concern, though, and if we had a lifeboat ready and waiting I would definitely push for liberating the dorms as an immediate priority. Hell, I would violently insist on it.
But when getting to my family within a few minutes would do nothing to increase their chances of surviving fifteen more, it just doesn’t make sense.
Our problem lies in Simone’s Synth Lab, and that’s where we have to focus our solutions.
“Could you stick one of these onto the barricade?” Driver asks Laika, taking one of the small, round explosive devices from Shaun. She places it on the ground.
Shaun reaches in to grab the device away, clearly worried that Laika might activate it by accident. Driver holds him back and tells him not to worry.
I haven’t seen one of these devices since the last time I engaged one, just a minute before we blew Zola and his Beacon to kingdom come by creating the exact kind of theocite-BioZol reaction we’re now trying to prevent.
Laika looks closely at the device. “Pull sticker?” he asks.
“Right,” Driver says. “Pull the sticker, put it on the right part of the barrier, and press it twice to engage. Then get the hell out.”
“Laika ready,” he says, looking at Shaun. “Shaun trust Laika. Laika good boy.”
Shaun looks to me.
“You can do it, buddy,” I tell Laika, “but we’ll make sure you can do it. Shaun, pass us a weaker one.”
“They’re all strong enough to do serious damage,” he responds. “None are safe to mess around with as a test, Ray, you know that.”
“We’re not messing around,” I tell him. “All I want here is for Laika to practice taking the adhesive off one of them, then we’ll safely discard it or blow it somewhere else. I asked for a weak one because I don’t want to waste the strong ones.”
Accepting that explanation, Shaun hands me another device. “They’ve come a long way in the last three years,” he advises. “Stronger than they used to be, and they do focus even more of the blast forward into the surface they’re stuck to. Still just as easy to engage, though, so don’t press the button on the other side, Laika, okay? It only works once it’s stuck to something, so just don’t turn it over once you take the sticker off.”
“Laika know,” he says.
He then proceeds to remove the sticker very quickly. It’s almost effortless, since the task requires more grip than dexterity. It’s easier than engaging a lighter, that’s for sure.
“When you do this for real, you’ll stick it on and press it two times,” I tell him. “That gives you one minute to get out. You can do the same thing with the shoe to make sure you get out, but we’ll be coming in when the barrier blows, anyway. I just don’t want you in there alone.”
“Laika be careful,” he promises. “And Laika no want to be alone.”
The silence says a lot — no one is vocally against this, even if they’re only for it by default. The best option is oftentimes the only option, and that’s definitely the case right now.
“Bring them all,” Major tells Shaun, referencing the small stash of emergency explosive devices. “We’ll decide on the way. And Simone, make sure he knows the best part of the barricade to place the explosive. As clear of the reaction chamber as you can manage.”
Once we’re all outside, clear of the small square our helpful Safety Bot cut to let us in, the robot steps out with us.
“On or off?” Major asks, deferring squarely to me.
I look at the Safety Bot. It’s not online and hasn’t been compromised, and so far it’s proven adept and valuable at acting decisively to save human lives. “On,” I decide.
“Why is it following us, though?” Driver asks.
“Because it just saved us and something is obviously wrong around here,” Major says. “Just look. It knows the hallway shouldn’t be this quiet. It knows the units shouldn’t all be barricaded closed. It knows we’re safe for now, but not truly safe.”
We meet Nigel on the other side of the barricade, back from his scouting mission. His news is neither good nor unexpected — like every other important unit or area, access to the Emergency Escape Craft has been blocked by at least one barricade.
Together, we all hurry towards Simone’s lab. Laika has to hold himself back from getting too far ahead, positively itching to get there and well aware of the route having seen it on Shaun’s screen. A quick glance like that is all it takes for his incredible memory to kick in, and I’d always trust his hunches about directions over my own.
It’s a relatively and mercifully short trip, with the most striking thing being the total lack of people. Almost everyone is locked in a unit, unaware of the imminent danger they face.
When we get to the Synth Lab, Simone says the barricade is where it was the first time she saw it. A second hasn’t been dropped.
That wouldn’t matter here like it did at the dorms since the delivery vent goes all the way into the lab, anyway, and Major says there categorically is no second barricade to be dropped. The family dorm area has two because its such a high-density zone, he explains in retrospect, to provide an extra layer of security if there was a genuine atmospheric anomaly in another area.
Shaun and Simone then show Laika the best place for him to place an explosive device. It has to be on the right, as we look, which is as far as possible from the reaction chamber. Simone explains again how crucial it is that Laika doesn’t touch anything in the lab — especially the reaction chamber or her control console.
For the sake of certainty, meanwhile, I take pains to tell Laika that although we’re showing him a spot on the right, that means he’ll be sticking the explosive on the left as he looks from inside.
“Laika know that, Ray Ray,” the little guy insists, like he’s offended at the suggestion he wouldn’t.
Basic practicality means that the explosion has to happen low enough for us to be able to pass through the hole it creates, and Shaun judges that the ideal epicenter is around five feet from the ground.
He knows these new explosives better than I do and he always has his eye on the ball for small details, so I’m happy to go along with what he says.
While we’ve been doing this, Chester and Driver have been successfully smashing a hole in the vent and then placing Shaun’s trusty shoe up there for Laika to push along like he did back at the Control Room.
“Balance the shoe like you did last time, buddy,” I tell him. “I want you to get out as soon as you can. As soon as you press this thing twice and it starts beeping, you get out.”
“Laika come back to Ray Ray,” he says with a nod. “Laika and Ray Ray stop problem. Get Joe Joe and Scar Scar. Go home. Happy at home, Ray Ray. Soon.”
I crouch down and pat him on the shoulder. “That’s right, buddy. We’ll be happy at home soon.”
Without further ado, Shaun hands him the explosive we’ve settled on — the second most powerful — and we once again put our plan in the hands of the world’s smartest bird.
“Good luck, dude,” Driver calls after him as he flies up to the open vent to push the shoe into place.
He comes straight back, flying out to pick up the small but powerful explosive in his beak.
“Laika do it for Luna, too,” he says. “Laika miss Luna at home.”
Her expression almost cracks, but she catches it just before the tears come. “You got this, dude. Do us proud.”
This time, our little guy flies away and goes all the way in.
I can only speak for myself, but the feelings I had outside the Control Room don’t even come close to this.
This is it.
This is our plan.
It’s now or never.
All or nothing.
One last time: it’s Laika or bust.
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Facing what seems like a huge long-shot, I try to calm myself with the thought that even if Laika messes up slightly, like by failing to engage the explosive or putting it too high, he could always come out and get another one to try again.
We should have enough time for one or two more efforts, if Simone’s estimated countdown to destruction was right.
But if something bigger goes wrong, we are absolutely done for.
The explosive device is designed to do exactly what we’re using it for: to blow through a wall or a barrier. They’re not projectiles and they shouldn’t blow in all directions.
They’re not a million miles away from specialist tools used in post-disaster rescue efforts to reach survivors of earthquakes and landslides. We’re working today to prevent a disaster, and praying with every breath that our efforts aren’t in vain.
Engaging one of the devices so close to such a fragile and dangerous reaction chamber is the kind of thing instruction manuals don’t even think to warn against, since no one in their right mind would ever think of doing it. Needless to say, it’s the kind of thing we wouldn’t be doing if we had any other option.
Pecking the stuck-on device twice, like we’ve instructed Laika to do, should leave sixty seconds until the explosion.
Since he disappeared, I’ve counted twenty. The countdown should be starting right about now.
“Fall back,” Shaun orders, guiding us all to what he determines a safe distance and angle. He tells us to crouch to the ground too, showing what he calls a healthy respect for the level of controlled explosion we’re setting off.
It’s further than I would have expected, and to be honest I think his healthy respect might be crossing into an overabundance of caution. But he really does know more than I do and it’s better to be safe than sorry, so I’m not going to argue.
When we’re in place, all I do is count.
And count.
And count and count and count.
No one speaks.
When the count passes sixty and Laika still isn’t out, I can’t silence the worry that something has gone wrong.
When it passes eighty, I get to my feet.
“This is too long,” I say. “Something has—”
When the boom finally hits, I drop to the ground and cover my ears.
It’s way too loud. It’s way too much.
This can’t be good…
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The explosion is so much louder than I expected, I can hardly believe it.
I feel totally disoriented and it takes a second to gather my mind enough to even look in the right direction. When I do, I see a huge blast hole in the barrier.
It’s almost all the way to the floor and almost all the way to the ceiling, but stops just short of both. The rubble is much closer to us than I would have guessed, too. We’ve almost been hit by some of it.
Almost almost almost.
In keeping with pretty much everything else, Shaun has judged things perfectly.
He picked the right strength of explosive, the right position to place it, and the right position for us to watch from.
In fact, the core plan as a whole has worked out perfectly.
The explosive device worked. It blew all the way through, and it hasn’t impacted the chamber as some of us feared it might.
One thing isn’t perfect, though. And even as Simone sprints forward to enter her lab and engage the physical emergency shut-off on her reaction chamber, it’s all I can think about.
Laika isn’t here.
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I dash forward right after Simone, as desperate to find Laika as she is to stop her chamber’s runaway reaction.
When we reach the lab, the first thing I see is the heavily insulated reaction chamber. It’s just like she described it and a far cry from mine on the Beacon. There’s no window, for one thing, whereas mine was completely opaque.
The room has full power, though, and a computer screen on a desk to our right shows a live view of the chambers interior, via a camera placed inside for that purpose.
Everything is as Simone described it when she first told me about her work, albeit with that ever so slight oversight of not mentioning anything about synthesizing theocite.
If I’d known that was happening on the Vita, there’s no way I would have brought my family here. Her work clearly isn’t causing the Anomaly, like I was tricked into thinking some other research was, but it’s just about as reckless as anything else I could imagine.
“They didn’t use all four synthocite samples. Only three,” she says, like I’m supposed to be relieved.
“Why would they waste time when one will kill us all?” I ask. It’s obviously rhetorical, so she doesn’t answer.
Instead, she crouches down to examine the physical breach in her chamber. Given the level of force an ultra-heated synthocite to BioZol reaction would create, I think the admittedly impressive chamber would have been as much use as a newspaper against a bullet, but some protection has effectively become no protection.
I can actually feel a painful source of concentrated heat just standing near it, and all that’s happening so far is the synthocite being heated. In ordinary circumstances, there would be literally no thermal leakage.
“And this is no worse than I thought,” she goes on.
Again, I’m hardly relieved, and my mind is also very much divided as my ears listen to Simone, my body recoils from the heat, and my eyes search desperately for Laika.
“Where are you, buddy?” I call, as much in hope as expectation.
“Ray Ray,” I hear from… well, I don’t know where. His voice is quiet and pained, but he’s alive. He’s here. “Up, Ray Ray. Up.”
I look up and see him, stuck in the partially open flap of the vent.
“Driver!” I yell. “Get in here!”
She’s already on her way, but arrives within a second, pushing past Major. She follows my body language and gaze to see the problem before I have to say anything.
“Quick,” Chester tells her, crouching down for her to get on his shoulders as they’ve done a few times by now.
And while Simone gets to work behind us, Driver carefully reaches up from her elevated position and raises the flap all the way to free poor Laika.
He doesn’t look hurt, at least not badly, but he is clearly shaken up.
“Luna save Laika,” he says, burying into her shoulder. “Laika love Luna.”
“Luna love Laika, little dude. Always,” she tells him. “And you might have just saved us all.”
She brings him over and I check his wings, not seeing anything of concern. He was trapped and scared rather than squashed and hurt, which is a huge relief.
And like Driver just said, he really has played his part.
“Good boy,” I tell him with a wink.
“So when you said there’s a physical shut-off,” I hear Major saying to Simone, “do you mean truly physical, like a lever of some kind? Or a kill switch? And you’re sure engaging it wouldn’t cause a problem like you thought a power interruption might?”
Taking care not to touch anything, like everyone else is, I walk over and look at the control console.
“It is pretty much a lever,” Simone explains. “It will stop the process that’s heating the synthocite, but more importantly it will place a barrier between the reactive agents. The BioZol is ready to meet the synthocite, but they are separated for now. A power outage could change that. What I will be doing is placing a physical block that prevents the reaction from taking place. Ironically, a barricade is going to help us for once.”
“And when you say pretty much a lever…” I say, seeking clarification.
“It’s a button,” she says. “I have to press this button on the console and then one on the side of the chamber. It is a physical stop, though, not based on functioning software or even power.”
I don’t have to tell her to go for it. She presses the button on her console first, then gets ready to reach for the heat-leaking chamber.
But before she does, a sound immediately takes everyone’s attention.
“Stop!” a voice booms. “Before you make this mistake, pay attention.”
The voice doesn’t belong to anyone in our group, but it stops Simone in her tracks and sends a chill down my spine.
Because at the same time I heard it, clearly coming through overhead emergency speakers, I saw something. And Simone is now seeing it, too.
On the computer screen to our right, where until a few seconds ago we saw a live camera view of the chamber’s interior, there is now a red stop sign and a terrifying ten-word message:
DO NOT PRESS THE BUTTON. WE HAVE THE OTHER SAMPLE.
A pulsating video icon on the screen, directly beside a countdown descending from nineteen seconds, suggests that a video message is about to play, too. Either that or Simone has only that long until something very bad happens, unless she releases the button.
Simone does take her finger off the button on her console, but rather than out of fear over what’s likely an auto-play countdown, she’s done it so she can urgently move to a storage locker in the far corner. Its door isn’t even closed, let along locked, and her instant reaction tells me everything.
“It’s gone, Ray… all of it. The other synthocite sample, and another vial of BioZol.”
My heart sinks as I look back to the screen. The countdown is at two.
Then one.
With horrible flashbacks in my mind to Zola’s first message on the Beacon, I know one thing from bitter experience:
When a video is rigged to start playing while you try to fix a deadly problem in a compromised room, it’s not going to be good.





56

The computer screen goes black.
After a second of silence, an audio recording begins:
“If you are hearing this message, you have made it further than we expected.”
The voice doesn’t sound computer generated. This sounds like male human speech that’s been run through voice masking software or hardware.
“We didn’t expect anyone to get this far, but we did prepare for it. Most of your samples are in the chamber. If you interfere with its reaction in any way, the other will immediately be deployed. And if you’re asking where it is…”
The voice trails off. In the silence, an image finally appears on the screen.
It’s a video feed of what looks like the floor somewhere in the Vita. The camera then pans upwards, revealing two robotic hands.
“That’s the Safety Bot’s vision cam,” Major whispers weakly.
My heart is in my mouth, because the hands aren’t empty.
The right hand is holding two vials.
Both vials are covered in safety warning symbols that mean less than nothing now.
I came here to stop dangerous research thinking the mining conglomerate were behind it. Cruel irony has led me here, to a situation where the morally bankrupt mining executives have seized the fruit of dangerous research my own work inspired.
One of the vials contains liquid BioZol, while the other contains a small but potent quantity of Simone’s synthocite.
Completing the awful combination, the hijacked robot’s left hand — positioned under the right — grasps a QuickSpark push-button lighter. We don’t get to see a close up for long enough to discern much, but I saw that.
The vials won’t stand up to the crushing strength of the robot’s grip, and operating a push-button lighter is child’s play for something with its remarkable level of dexterity.
With a tap of a finger on one hand and tight squeeze of the other, the three ingredients will combine into the deadly cocktail I’m all too familiar with.
Our efforts in here suddenly seem to be in vain, and the feeling is shattering. It’s as though all the air has been sucked out of the room, with the feverish rush of a few moments ago now resigned firmly to the past.
But just as I start to think this feeling is as bad as it gets, the iron fist of reality punches me in the gut and breaks my heart all at once.
Because when the robot’s eye-based camera moves again, I see exactly where it is.
I see who it’s barely ten feet away from.
I see them standing at the edge of the dorms’ communal corridor, peering out in terrified confusion with several other families.
A threatening robot stands in front of them, and I know a barricade lies beyond it.
I see Eva. I see Joe. I see Scarlet.
I see terror in their innocent eyes… and I see no way to help them.
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The robot cameraman returns its gaze to the floor.
A matter of seconds ago we thought the Safety Bot might have stationed itself by the family dorms because that was the most densely populated area of the Vita, and thus the best place to stand guard for danger during an obviously unusual situation.
Now we know better. Sure, it still seems like it went there because of the density of innocent civilians. But now we know it didn’t go there to protect them from danger.
Now, painfully… tragically… tauntingly… we know it brought the danger to them.
I feel totally helpless.
Reaching this Synth Lab and knowing we could stop the runaway reaction felt like a win. But now we know that if we go through with it, it’s not going to do any good. One of the synthocite samples is already on the other side of the station, and it’ll blow the instant we stop the other three from blowing in here.
There’s no winning here. One way or the other, a powerful blast is coming. It feels like all we can do is choose which side of this fragile, highly pressurized and massively combustible space station we want to be ripped apart first.
The video ends, even more abruptly than it began.
“What the hell was that about?” Driver moans. “Don’t stop us from blowing you up, or we’ll blow you up?”
“If we stop this reaction, the children will die instantly and the explosion will destroy the station,” Chester laments, not so much answering Driver as stating his own blunt takeaway. As summaries go, his is depressingly apt. “It really is die or die.”
“Well… not necessarily,” Simone chimes in, sounding less totally defeated than everyone else. She doesn’t sound anything close to upbeat, but the faintest glimmer of optimism in her tone is enough to make everyone turn to her.
“Go on,” Major implores her.
She looks at me for a moment then quickly away again, unable to hold my eyes. I have a feeling I’m not going to like what she’s about to say.
“The other synthocite sample has not been ultra-heated,” Simone says. “If it meets the BioZol and they touch the flame, it will blow. And Chester is half right, because there will be casualties. But I do not think it would destroy the integrity of the station. I do not think it would cause structural damage. I do not think it would kill us, or anyone outside of those dorms.”
Now I know why Simone couldn’t look at me.
And now her idea is out there, insidious in its simplicity and dangerous in the appeal it could have to everyone else’s survival instinct.
Because they can save themselves and they can save the rest of the station.
The only thing they have to do?
Blow up my family’s dorm.
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As Simone’s dangerous words hang in the air, she calls Shaun to join her at the control console to “run the numbers” on a table of data.
Driver, beating me to it because she’s standing closer, then dashes between the console and the chamber where the other emergency stop button is.
“If you want to kill those families, you’ll have to kill me first,” she says, standing up for what’s right like she always does.
If that button pushed at the same time as the counterpart button on Simone’s console, my family will be blown apart. Driver knows this as well as I do, and she’s the first person to nail her colors to the right side of the mast.
“Get out of the way,” Nigel booms at Driver, stepping forward to confront her. “You don’t make that call. We act or we die!”
Chester unceremoniously intercepts the guy and knocks him to the ground, executing what his fellow Englishmen would call a perfect rugby tackle.
We’re past the point of anyone doing things with any thought of how it’s going to come across, or of thinking Chester is helping out to absolve himself of any guilt for his role in what’s already happened.
These are life and death moments — and if Simone is right about the strength of the blast her non-heated synthocite sample would cause in the dorms if we stop the exponentially more powerful reaction taking place in front of us, Chester could have saved his own life by knocking Driver aside instead of stopping the guy who was trying to do so.
Like Driver, Chester has just laid his cards on the table. Major’s logistics administrator Nigel has picked the wrong side, and I think Simone has, too.
“I’ll die before I let you kill those kids,” Chester says.
“Those kids will die along with everyone else if we do nothing!” Simone yells, staring at her screen even as she shouts. “Look… Shaun… this is the quantity of BioZol and synthocite. One sample of synthocite — the second smallest — and it was at room temperature. You know the thickness of the floor and the Vita’s inherent impact shielding better than I do. Would that explosion destroy the station?”
I see Shaun’s chest rise and fall in a deep, slow breath.
“Wait…” he says, after a painful pause. “Simone, forget the research data. Look at these live reports… this isn’t right. The countdown tells us we have thirteen minutes, which is on pace with what I saw from the Control Room. But the temperature in the chamber is rising too fast for this to be right. This data isn’t accurate and I don’t think that’s a mistake. I think they’ve spoofed this to make it look like the reaction will take longer than it will. It’s going to happen sooner than they’re telling us. I’d say… let me judge the rise… eight minutes if we’re lucky. Seven to be safe.”
“Safe?” Simone shrieks. “There is no safe! Shaun, answer my question: would the blast in the dorms destroy the station.”
Shaun looks at me and gulps. He doesn’t say anything at first, but he steps away from Simone and stands in front of Driver, adding a second level of protection to the button Simone wants to push. “There has to be another way,” he says.
My mind is going a mile a minute looking for it, but so far I’m seeing nothing.
Major, silent until now, scratches his chin and sighs. “If they’ve spoofed the data, what else have they spoofed?” he ponders. “We have no way of knowing the robot will actually drop anything if we stop this reaction. We can’t trust anything.”
“It’s not a bluff,” I say. “Major, why would they actually take some of the synthocite if they weren’t going to use it? They would leave it here.”
“Why would they leave it here?” Simone jumps in, countering my question with one of their own. “There are three samples already in here, and one of them heated to this level will blow us into a million pieces if it meets the BioZol and ignites. The robot is a distraction. And how do we know this does not go two ways? How do we know interrupting the robot won’t do something else that triggers this reaction to blow?”
“Because they’re waiting for these samples to be ultra-heated,” Shaun answers.
It’s a good answer that seems to silence Simone on that point, but I make a conscious effort to gather my thoughts on the rest of what she said.
There’s no denying that the robot is working as a distraction, and a good one at that. It’s already stopped us from decisively preventing this reaction, and it’s turning us against each other when we should be totally focused on surviving the mess we’re in. But none of that means it’s a bluff.
None of that means the threat is empty.
“Seven minutes,” I say, looking around the room and settling on Major. “Okay. Just give me six. Give me six minutes to try to do something to disarm that robot. In six minutes, push the buttons.”
“Waiting another second is an irresponsible risk,” the repeatedly outspoken Nigel counters.
I keep my eyes focused on Major. Driver and Chester are on my side, but they could be outnumbered in my absence.
“My duty is to keep the people on board this station safe,” Major says.
I gulp.
“All of them,” he goes on, sending a harsh but warranted glare in Nigel’s direction. “I go down with this ship… but we’re not down yet, and we’re not cutting anyone adrift.”
I hold his eyes and nod. Major and I have come a long way since Virginia, but his position has stayed consistent: he will steadfastly carry out his duties, focusing on the priority of protecting the lives of those within his responsibility… no matter how difficult or unpopular his decisions might be.
Back in Virginia, his unflinchingness got in the way of my hopes of delaying the initial evacuation to save my family. But today, he’s on my side in insisting upon a delay to this decisive station-saving action — an action that would kill not only my innocent family but dozens of others, too.
While there’s time, there’s hope. We really don’t have a lot of either, but Major isn’t the kind of man to give up before the countdown hits zero.
Chester, unprompted, hands me the digital watch from his wrist. “Set a timer for six minutes,” he tells Shaun. He’s already done it on mine.
“Five and a half,” Simone insists.
Well, I guess it has been thirty seconds since I requested six minutes.
I exhale slowly, holding her eyes. “Deal.”
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“Five and a half minutes,” Shaun agrees, setting the countdown on his own watch. I adjust mine and we press our start buttons at the exact same time, ensuring we’re totally synced.
I look across at Simone and see fear. I don’t think it’s a selfish fear, and in her mind the rational choice is evidently to bite the bullet and kill a few to save the many. I can’t be angry at her for that.
Unlike Nigel, Major’s spineless logistics administrator, she hasn’t tried to push the button of her own accord and she has agreed to the compromise of delaying it to give me some faint hope of a last-ditch miracle.
But while I can’t put myself in anyone else’s position, I don’t think I could ever be so cold. Even if my family was in here with me, I couldn’t press a button to save them by killing others — not while there’s a hope of pulling something off to avoid any civilian deaths.
However long the odds might be, when there are minutes left to try we surely have to use them.
And I’ll fight to the very last second, leaving nothing on the table.
“Shaun, Major…” I say. “Is there any way into the dorms besides blowing through the barricade? I don’t want to spook that robot, but I have to go in. I have to try something.”
Shaun shakes his head and points me to the bag he carried in here, which I know is full of explosive devices. “None. The only way is through.”
When I pick up the bag and sling it over my shoulder, I catch sight of our Safety Bot — the one who isn’t connected to the system… the one who hasn’t been hijacked.
Surprising me, Shaun hurries over and presses the button on its back to physically power it down. “You don’t want this guy interfering,” he says. “He could spook the other one. Whatever your plan is, you don’t want another robot anywhere near it.”
I’ll defer to Shaun there.
“So what is your plan?” Driver asks.
I literally throw my hands up, not in frustration at her but at the whole situation. “I’ll think while I’m running there.”
“Laika come, too,” the little guys offers. “Wing okay, Ray Ray. Laika have to help. Laika leave family… Laika have to go back. Laika can help.”
I invite him up into my arms to carry him. He’s right — he can help. I don’t know how yet, but two brains are better than one.
“Do you want me there with you, Ray, or here with these guys?” Chester asks.
“Here,” I firmly insist, knowing exactly what he’s getting at. “Driver, you too. I need you both to make sure no one presses that button until the timer is up.”
I step towards the door and pause momentarily. “Unless… Shaun, if something changes and it really is about to blow in here… you’re in charge of making the call. Just give me any chance you possibly can. Four minutes… that’s all I’m asking.”
If we had any more time and if she felt safe stepping away from the button, I know Driver would rush forward and hug me. And if she felt safe leaving the button with only Chester to explicitly defend it, I’m sure she’d be coming with me. But we’re a team, and her best move is holding down the fort here.
My final second at the edge of the lab is spent looking into her eyes. I see tears welling.
“We ain’t done yet,” I say, echoing words she uttered to stiffen my resolve when we were up against almost impossible odds three years ago.
She gulps and forces a nod.
Climbing through the hole Laika blew in the barricade as I clasp him in my arms and sprint, I glance down at Chester’s watch.
Four minutes and forty-two seconds.
Okay, the odds back then weren’t stacked against me this much.
“Laika push button to stop Bex and Ray Ray catch bomb?” my loyal little soldier suggests.
And as far as desperate last-minute ideas go, it might not be the worst…
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I run.
And I run.
And I run and I run and I run.
My mind is whirring all the way, moving almost as fast as my feet.
I know that the hijacked robot at the dorms will spitefully blow up its deadly cocktail if the guys in the Synth Lab push the buttons on Simone’s reaction chamber and control console.
I don’t know for sure what will happen if Laika does press the emergency shutdown override button on the robot’s back, like he’s just suggested as an option.
Would the robot just drop everything when its hands open, like Major’s robot opened its hands when he demonstrated the button earlier?
And if it did… would that be a bad thing?
Unless my mind is playing tricks, I think the robot back then closed its hands before reopening them, as if shaking loose as part of the full reset.
But even if it did that, I don’t think it would engage the lighter it’s holding in its left hand, positioned under the payload-holding right. Looking at it logically, I can’t see how there would be an explosion if we are able to hit the emergency button before the guys in the lab hit theirs.
I’ve been in too many desperate situations with extra stings in their tails to get ahead of myself in hope, though. I’m not taking anything for granted.
My biggest concern is that the robot will react immediately to either the barricade explosion or my arrival, rightly viewing me as a threat worthy of accelerating its plan.
The robot is clearly working on pre-programmed instructions from this takeover’s demented architect. What I don’t know is what degree of autonomy it still has.
I wish I had some of my old friends here with me, like Isaac from the Virginia bunker. He would be able to give me expert insights about how the orders might work, like if the robot is likely to have been programmed with a list of priorities or a single no-matter-what objective. I just don’t know enough about how these things work to even guess, and I’m starting to wish I’d asked Shaun.
But there was just so little time from the very first moment we learned of the danger in the dorms, I have to focus on what can still be done instead of what could have been done differently.
That said, and speaking of what can and could be done, it’s almost impossible to silence all the negative “what ifs” about the Synth Lab, where the mood could change as the seconds tick down or where Shaun could see something new in the data from the reaction chamber to accelerate the timeline.
The family area and the barricade finally come into my view with less than three minutes left on the clock.
In a strange way, it’s a relief to see the barricade. It tells me they haven’t pushed the button yet. Because if they had, it would sure as hell be destroyed. It’s only thirty feet or so from the doorway where I saw my family through the hijacked robot’s eyes. He was standing in the middle of the space.
“Put it low, Ray Ray, but not too low,” Laika says, channeling his inner Shaun as we reach the barricade and get to placing the explosive device.
“You do one, too, buddy,” I tell him. “Beside mine.”
I’m taking no chances here. The minimum wait time for engaging them is thirty seconds. We literally don’t have thirty seconds to spare on a second attempt if the first device is a dud, let alone the extra fifteen it would take to remove the backup’s adhesive and get it set up.
Laika hops down, moving slightly gingerly. He follows my lead.
“Don’t press it, though,” I say.
I want them to go at the exact same time, if they’re both operational. The last thing I want is one explosive blowing a chunk of the barricade into the dorm area and another explosive blowing up on that chunk a few seconds later.
We’ve placed the explosives around five feet from the wall and five feet from the floor. They’re at the far right of the barricade. This could just as easily have been the left side, since the robot was standing very centrally.
With both in place, I tap one with each hand and look at my watch.
I pull Laika back with me, trying to judge the safest distance. Time is so tight — barely two minutes now. I can’t afford to go any further back than necessary and have to cover the extra distance once the barricade blows.
The play-park, streetlights and decorative bridge have a different feel now. Where once they raised my spirits by providing such a nice communal living environment for the Vita’s families, they now serve as a painful illustration of exactly what’s at stake here. I’m not just fighting to save innocent lives, but innocent children’s lives.
There’s a special place in hell for the people behind this, and I’m going to do whatever I can to make sure they’re there before long. But first of all, and far more importantly, I have to make sure they don’t get their way.
It goes without saying I can’t afford to be too close either, since incapacitation for me would mean death for everyone in the dorms.
I’m not pretending there aren’t three people in there who I care about more than the rest. There are. But I know deep down that I would be doing this even if there weren’t.
Other innocent men, women and children are stuck in the dorms, too, with no idea of what’s going on.
You could argue it’s both tragic and merciful that they don’t know how close destruction truly is. I just can’t even imagine what the parents are thinking looking at the robot and wondering what’s in its hand or what they can do about it.
If they knew there were only minutes left, they’d surely be tackling it in desperation.
Come to think of it, I haven’t paid any mind to the fact that Eva and several other parents — all smart enough to be here — were standing by the edge of the doorway, pretty close to the robot, rather than sheltering deeper within their dorms.
Knowing what I know about the heinous and deceitful ways of whoever has this all in motion, I think it’s very possible that the robot has been feeding them lies via its vocalization system.
“Your area is under threat. Stand ready to evacuate and follow my designated escape route.”
I don’t know… something like that. I don’t know how it would explain the glass vials covered in warning labels, either. But hey, I’m not the evil mastermind here.
I glance at my watch. I want time to speed up and slow down all at once.
Or to be clearer, I want it to speed up until the thirty-second device countdown is up. Then I want it to immediately slow the hell down. All the way down.
The time I’ll have to work with is frighteningly short, but I’m already thinking of my first move.
“You’ve been the best friend I’ve ever had,” I say to Laika. I’m holding him close as we reach four seconds until the first and hopefully only blast we’ll face.
Normally so talkative, the little guy says nothing. He doesn’t have to.
I fix my eyes on the devices we’ve planted and hold my breath.
Two seconds later, they blow one hell of a hole in the barricade.
Without waiting even a moment to see or hear what comes next, I’m on my feet and running.
It all comes down to this.
Go time.
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I don’t know what I’m going to see when I dash through the hole we just made in the barricade.
I can’t say I’m not dreading it, with my mind unavoidably jumping to worst-case scenarios.
One involves the robot turning towards the hole and deciding to blow its load as soon as it sees me. Another involves it retreating up further into the dorms, backing everyone up and making it even more challenging to save them.
“Don’t do anything until I tell you,” I say to Laika as we cross the threshold. The one kind of bad scenario we can avoid is a self-inflicted one, so this is very much worth saying.
“Laika wait for Ray Ray,” he confirms. I’m glad to hear his voice after his uncharacteristic silence before the explosion. It tells me his head is still in the game. He’s still himself, and he’s still the best ally I could have.
Instantly, I scan the area.
The robot is still in the same spot. It’s still facing the dorms, paying no attention to our presence and apparently having paid none to the massive controlled explosion we just caused, either.
It really must have a one-track mind, focusing purely on the specific instructions programmed into it. If I had more time to think I could probably use that to my advantage, but right now I have barely a minute to focus on the only thing that counts: saving the lives of the people in here.
Naturally, the next place I glance is to the doorway. I don’t see Eva or the kids. There are still a few people there, but most have naturally run inside after the explosion I just caused.
“Everyone out!” I yell as loudly as I possibly can. “This robot is going to blow. Run!”
“Where Joe Joe and Scar Scar?” Laika asks. “Ray Ray, Laika no see!”
“Go,” I tell him. “Go inside, to our dorm. Make sure they know. Make sure they hear. They have to leave — now! Then get out and help me with the robot, but finding them is the priority.”
He’s gone in an instant, flying slightly off-center after his uncomfortable moments stuck in the flap of the vent above the Synth Lab.
This wasn’t the plan, but let’s be honest: there was no plan.
We had an idea, but the details extended only as far as Laika pressing the robot’s shut-off button and me catching the explosive cocktail before it reaches the flame. It’s still not a bad idea, but when I got here and saw the lay of the land, a new one superseded it.
With such a big hole in the barricade, everyone can escape through if they’re fast enough. Giving them that chance is my number one priority.
While Laika looks for our family and I keep screaming at everyone to leave, people do start flooding out in increasing numbers. It helps that I’m me — known and trusted — and the urgency of my voice has given people the loud and clear message that there’s no time for questions.
I run towards the robot, emboldened by the fact that it hasn’t reacted to me yet. It seems like stealth isn’t needed, which is a huge bonus I wasn’t counting on, and since I have two hands I don’t really need Laika for this either.
With the possibility that someone in the Lab will hit the button before my countdown runs out, and with that countdown already below one minute and into the realm of mere seconds, I can’t wait around. Laika is doing his best and I have to do mine.
When I reach the robot, I look more closely at its hands. The vials of synthocite and BioZol are above the lighter, as we saw.
If I just press the button, it should release everything. It could crush the vials first, if my memory is correct of what the other booted-down robot did with its hands earlier, but I don’t think the force will engage the lighter.
I rush around to the other side and duck towards its hand for a closer look, and that’s when I see that a tightly closing hand will engage the lighter, which definitely operates by a central push-button rather than anything more dextrous. It won’t crack and break like a plastic one would, since it’s made of metal — another tool from Simone’s lab, ironically working against us now that it’s in the worst possible hands.
“Dad!” I hear from behind.
It’s Joe. His voice is terrified and high-pitched, but it’s music to my ears.
It means he’s made it out — not yet out of danger, but out of the dorms.
I look over and see Eva carrying Scarlet, too.
I point to the hole in the barricade, which is mercifully wide enough to have avoided a traffic jam of fleeing families, and Eva makes sure Joe follows the order instead of rushing to me like he wanted to.
Laika is already on his way back to me.
“Everyone know, Ray Ray,” he reports. “Everyone go.”
I look down at my wrist, checking the countdown on Chester’s watch. Twenty-eight seconds.
With everyone leaving and the better part of half a minute left, my thinking shifts. Shaun and Simone were clear in their assessment that this explosive cocktail will be destructive but not cataclysmic. Looking at the volume of synthocite, and knowing it’s at room temperature, I’m inclined to agree.
“We go, too, Ray Ray?” Laika asks.
And that’s exactly what I’m thinking about. There’s no one else emerging from the dorms, and he told me everyone heard his warning. The mostly intact barricade offers a layer of protection to the fleeing families above and beyond the distance they’ve already put between themselves and the robot.
We’ve changed the plan once, and I really do think it makes sense to change it again.
Everyone is out. The calculations have changed.
“Go,” I tell him. “As fast as we can. Everyone will get far enough away, and we can, too. But we have to run.”
“Wait!” the little guy squawks. “No go! Ray Ray, look!”
As I turn around, my heart breaks.
Everyone isn’t out.
The calculations have changed again.
My heart doesn’t break for myself and the fact this means I can’t flee.
No.
My heart breaks for the lone child, a girl of no more than four or five, staggering out of the dorms’ communal entrance with a terrified look of frightened confusion on her face.
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“Inside!” I boom at the poor girl. It’s her best chance.
The barricade is too far, and I can’t get to her fast enough to carry her back out the other way. “Get back inside!”
From my side, Laika selflessly and valiantly flies towards the child.
“Inside!” he squawks. “We be okay inside, not outside. Come with me! Only safe inside!”
When she plants her feet in ongoing terror, shellshocked and tragically alone, he hovers and flaps his wings in front of her face to scare her inside.
Laika is flat-out risking his life for the chance of saving hers, so this is the furthest thing from cruel. And more importantly, it works.
Eighteen seconds.
I really think everyone else will be okay. But Laika and the girl?
It’s close.
And I guess the case is closed as to whether I’d be willing to take a massive chance like this if my family was already safe, like I was thinking back in the SynthLab, because they’re now well clear of the likely blast zone and I’m still here.
This is about the girl now, for me and for Laika. He didn’t hesitate to do the right thing, and I hope when people look back at this — however it plays out — they’ll think I did the same.
I’m standing with this robot far too close to the dorms’ entrance for comfort, and that entrance is wide open. The other walls are nowhere near as thick as the barricade or the station’s heavily insulated structure.
Sure, this synthocite sample isn’t likely to be a station killer, but I’m all but certain it could flatten the dorms.
Touching the robot is the action that’s most likely to trigger a dangerous response, but I’m all out of time and all out of options.
I don’t like the way its hands are arranged, with the lighter sure to engage and the deadly cocktail sure to fall onto the flame from a tiny distance above as soon as I press the shut-off button. The original plan, such as it was, was for Laika to push the button and me to use both hands to try to disturb the reaction.
That was before I realized just how little distance there is between the robots hands, let alone that the lighter would definitely engage. Oh, and it was when Laika was here, rather than doing the noble thing of trying to help the poor girl who appeared at the last second.
So what the hell can I do?
There’s only one thing for it. I have to bite the bullet and do it myself.
I try to psych myself up by asking what I’m really risking if this doesn’t work… blowing it up five seconds sooner than it would, anyway?
It’s worth a shot. And even though this shot feels like one I don’t want to take, it’s the only I can see.
I reach out and grab the robot’s left arm, which holds the lighter. If I can just move it—
But no. I can’t. I don’t know how in the hell it’s so heavy… maybe because it’s engaged in this position, or maybe because it has so many extendable attachments inside… but it feels like trying to move a damn buffalo.
Ten seconds.
I know a losing battle when I see one, ten-second limit or not, so I give up the ghost.
Back to square one. Square zero. Square of a snowball’s chance in hell.
Whatever you want to call it, I’m back to the idea of having to press this damn button and live with the consequences.
Live with the consequences. That’d be nice.
I’ll live and die by them, knowing only that I’ve done all I can.
When I walked over here without Laika, I thought to myself I could try to interrupt the robot with my two hands.
We had been planning for me to “catch the bomb” as Laika put it, before it was clear that would be impossible due to how close the robot’s hands are together and that its silverback-like grip is going to crush the vials before it drops them onto the flame below.
I have two hands.
And if I can somehow buy an unlikely victory to ensure the three souls on this side of the barricade are going to see another day, one of those hands is going to pay for it.
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The only way what I’m about to do could look any crazier would be if it was in a slow-motion replay. I don’t know why, but that’s the last thing I think before doing it.
A rush of desperation is coursing through my veins like a school of barracuda. My hands are moving just as fast.
There’s flat-out no more time to think.
None.
There has hardly been a moment to think at any point since everything went to hell back at the bar, but especially since Laika and I got here. When it all seemed to be going well, only for the final roadblock to come out of nowhere in the shape of that poor little girl, the time for thinking well and truly died.
If anyone does ever watch this in a replay, maybe via the cameras that could still be running in the robot’s eyes, they’ll probably comment on how foolish I’m being. They’ll maybe say I should have done something else instead.
But it’s easy to be a Monday morning quarterback when there’s no pressure. And hell, I think that compared to this it’d be pretty easy to be a Super Bowl quarterback with everything on the line.
With action taking over from thinking, I kick off one of my shoes and yank off my sock in a rapid motion. I then place it above the robot’s lighter, in the space between its two hands. That space is too small for my shoe, hence using the sock.
One of Shaun’s shoes has already come in handy today, during Laika’s lens-opening escapades. Why can’t one of my spaceman socks?
Sure, something like a thin sheet of plastic would have been a lot more practical and effective here. A lot more. But I can’t blame anyone else for not thinking of that any more than I can blame myself.
What I’m trying to do is create some kind of barrier that could prevent the lighter from sparking a flame. I’m well aware that the sock could saturate with the BioZol infusion dropping from above. But this looks like a pretty standard lighter, albeit a metallic one, and I think the sock is thick enough to choke it.
This would be funny if it wasn’t so desperate. With all the technology around me, this is what I’m doing. And with the headline consideration that I’m standing in a space station that feels more like a fancy Earth-based mall than a modified evacuation spacecraft, it really does seem pretty ludicrous that this comes down to sock versus flame.
I don’t get another chance to look at Chester’s watch. Without needing to, I know we’re down to the last two or three seconds.
So before the guys in the Lab have to push their buttons, I push the emergency shut-off with my left hand while pressing the sock into the lighter with my right.
I hold my hand over the sock, too, to stop it from saturating as best I can. It’s a tight squeeze, but I get it in place.
Instantly, the robot’s body slumps and its hands squeeze closed.
The grip of its right hand — the higher of the two — immediately shatters the two vials.
My free hand, which pressed the button, swats aside as much of the falling combustion-cocktail as I can while my other hand presses desperately against the flame-end of the lighter.
But as the robot’s lighter-holding hand tightens, too, the angle changes. The movement contorts my own hand in an excruciating manner.
The pain is overwhelming.
The robot’s falling upper hand brings down shards of glass along with everything else, and they pierce my skin as I try to grasp the lighter.
The pain of the chemical liquid entering my exposed cuts is almost too much to bear. Along with the contortion of my hand, I have to fight like never before not to let go.
I tell myself I only have to hold on for another second. Maybe even less. Those are the units of time I’m thinking in as the slow-motion experience draws on and on and on.
The pain is warping everything, including the main news here: there is no explosion.
Before another thought enters my pain-riddled mind, the robot’s hands open and release everything.
The remnants of the vials, more liquid residue, and most importantly of all… the lighter. It all drops.
I’ve made it!
The robot stands bolt upright like nothing has happened, utterly oblivious to the world and the problems it’s just caused.
As the lighter falls to the ground, my balance naturally goes with it.
Through the pain, I feel a moment of glee as I stumble, even having a clear thought that this will look funny in the replay.
It hurts when I land on the ground, like an uncontrolled fall always does.
But when I feel my elbow settle on something that isn’t the floor, and especially when I hear the sound, I know it’s about to hurt a whole lot more.
I look down in trepidation, all but knowing what I’m going to see.
All but certain of what I’ve just hit against.
And sure enough… it’s the godforsaken QuickSpark lighter.
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The point of my elbow has landed on the lighter’s push button, of all the bad luck, and there’s nothing pressed against the end to stop the ignition.
What there is, though, is a small but sufficient pool of BioZol to carry the flame to the fuel-saturated sock in my hand. If this was just BioZol, I’d be looking at life-changing burns.
I should be so lucky.
It could be a small mercy that I managed to push away a lot of the falling synthocite with my left hand, and that some of it fell onto the floor separately from the BioZol thanks to that intervention.
But I know I didn’t get all of it.
I know there’s some on the sock, and I know what’s coming.
All I can hope is that what I’ve done here is enough to save Laika and the girl. The crazy-sounding sock plan did prevent an immediate ignition, and that has to count for something.
For me, though?
It’s not going to count for much.
I release the sock from my grip, obviously, and I try to throw it away in the milliseconds I have before the spark catches the explosive cocktail I first developed and Simone has since perfected.
Even though light travels so much faster than sound, I swear I hear it before I see it.
In fact, I don’t really see it at all.
Like when I crash-landed in my Escape Pod, all I see is darkness.
This time, though, I don’t hear crumpling.
No… nothing as survivable as that. I’ve made it out of some real tough spots, but know in my heart of hearts that I won’t be walking away from this one in one piece.
I came here to find out what was causing the Anomaly, or at least pressure Major to do something about it, but that is as far from my mind as anything could be. My thoughts are filled instead with Eva, with Joe, and with Scarlet.
Laika is there, too, along with the harrowing sight of the poor girl I pray we’ve managed to save.
The only other person I visualize in the moment is Driver, and for her I’m praying she won’t feel like she could have done any more to avoid this. She played her part by stepping up to guard the button in the Synth Lab, and everyone who’s escaped this dorm area should come to learn the part she’s played.
By delaying until I could get here and interrupt the ignition, we’ve already saved dozens of people.
I hope and pray I’ve knocked away enough of the synthocite to ensure we’ve saved the little girl, too, and I honestly think there’s a chance.
The guys in the Lab must have stopped the main reaction by now, too, because Shaun’s countdown time has passed.
Even if we didn’t all see eye to eye on the details, we’ve done it.
But now, instead of crumpling, and instead of anything else, I hear a deafening boom.
The explosion carries me off to another realm, where consciousness doesn’t exist.
The danger is over.
Alas, the same is true for me.
After more narrow escapes than one man can ever count on, it’s all over.
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Through the darkness, I hear a beep.
And then another.
The beeping continues in a steady rhythm.
I force open my eyes, heavier than they’ve ever felt, and see a total brightness that’s almost as disorienting as the darkness.
My eyes recoil, flinching against the bright overhead light.
“He’s waking up,” a female voice says.
I hear footsteps, too. And when I blink and squint against the light, I belatedly realize that I’m in a hospital bed.
The curve at the top of the doorway is a dead giveaway that I’m still on the Vita.
As my general awareness slowly returns, I look down at a bandage around my right hand.
No… let me rephrase that.
I look down at a bandage where my right hand should be. Where my right hand used to be.
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Given the strength of the blast my hand took the brunt of, I shouldn’t be surprised.
But that doesn’t make this any easier. Nothing could make this any easier.
There’s nothing as recognizable as pain coursing through me, only a light-headedness and odd feeling that comes with whatever kind of drugs I’m on.
And now, as I realize what I’ve lost in the blast, a sudden and aggressive queasiness in my stomach.
“You’re okay, Ray,” the nurse says, rushing to my side with a bucket.
The worst of the queasiness subsides before I need it — I have that going for me, at least — and amid my returning awareness I realize I’m lying at a forty-five degree angle.
I slightly move my right arm, which has more than a few wires and who knows what else sticking out of it. What it no longer has sticking out of it is even the stump of a hand, much less anything as useful as fingers.
“Did everyone make it?” I ask, blurting out the question as soon as I feel like I have a full breath. “Where are Eva and the kids?”
Judging by their different uniforms and mannerisms, the pleasant nurse is joined by a more specialized doctor a few seconds later. They’re both women and I don’t see anyone else around.
“Everyone made it, Ray,” the nurse confirms. “Thanks to you, everyone made it.”
“And my family? Laika?”
The doctor reaches my bedside, taking close note of various readings on the monitors. As well as pleased that I’m awake, she looks relatively happy with what she sees.
“The Vita has been evacuated of everyone except essential personnel,” the nurse continues. “There were no fatalities and your family is already back on solid ground, along with your parrot. They were evacuated to Colorado, but they could already be all the way home by now. I should tell you that none of them wanted to leave you, but Senior Coordinator Major wasn’t prepared to make an exception. You were in no condition to be moved from this ward, let alone flown back to Earth”
Wow.
Two thoughts rise above all others. The first is that I’ve been out for way longer than I realized. The second is that I’ll be thanking Major for his insistence to send my family home as soon as I see him. Home is where they’re safe — not here.
“And my hand?”
The nurse leaves this one to the doctor, and all that comes my way is a rueful shake of her head.
To think I used to complain about my right hand’s grip still being weak so long after the accident that caused the nerve damage.
To think I took for granted everything it was still able to do.
“You’re lucky to be alive,” the doctor says. “I know this has to be a terrible shock, Ray, but you saved a lot of lives yesterday and it’s a miracle you didn’t pay with your own. With the pace of progress in prosthetics and bionics, you should—”
The doctor’s attempts to soothe me are interrupted by the door behind her swinging open.
Clarence Major appears, panting as he dashes in.
He has to be glad to see I’m awake…
So why in the hell does he look so concerned?
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“Can we have the room?” Major asks. But in the tone he says it, it’s really more of an order than a question.
Without another word, the nurse and doctor leave us alone.
Major sits down in the plastic chair beside my bed.
“What’s wrong?” I ask as soon as the door closes.
He looks down at my bandaged arm. “A lot of people owe you a lot of thanks,” he says. “That little girl’s mother, especially, who had unfortunately fainted during the explosion.”
I’m beyond glad to know the girl made it, but the past is gone. Right now, I’m worried about what Major hasn’t told me yet.
I want to talk to him about all kinds of things, from Simone’s reckless research — and the fact he knew about it — to the Vita’s obvious over reliance on automated and digital security.
Lessons have to be learned from everything that happened here. But first, I have to know what’s going on now.
“What’s wrong?” I repeat, focusing on his eyes until he brings them back to me.
He bites his lip uneasily, which I’ve never seen him do, then eventually gets out some words.
“A lot has happened, Ray,” he begins, gulping. “A lot has happened since you blew yourself up to save that little girl and everyone else. Your family is safe again on Earth. We’ll have them on video in a matter of minutes. Everyone outside of our essential support crews have been evacuated. Shaun is essential and didn’t want to leave. Driver didn’t, either. She wouldn’t budge on staying until you woke up. I authorized a delay on her flight back to the Balena, but I thought you would want me to be firm with your family. I thought you would want them out of here as soon as possible. I wasn’t sure about the bird, but Scarlet was inconsolable until he offered to go with them.”
I nod quickly. “Thanks for that. I definitely wouldn’t have wanted them here for another minute longer than they had to be. I take it the whole place is being swept and the system has been rebooted? And do we have any firm leads on who did it?”
“One thing at a time, Ray,” he says, forcing a weak smile. “The system has been safely rebooted, shortly after Simone halted the reaction, and the virus has been neutralized. Chester is still here, working with our cyber security teams and Earth-based law enforcement to identify the source of his payment. The man who planted the virus on Lorien’s computer by posing as a telecoms engineer has already been arrested. We’ve only had one day but the net is already closing. All of the mining-related research staff here are still here for full questioning, and their labs are locked down for forensic analysis. We’ll get to the bottom of all that. But there are some other things we’ve learned, too. Some things we’re still coming to terms with.”
As Major’s expression shifts, with that weak smile already long gone, I feel my heart rate increase. The proof is on the monitor next to my bed, which shows the rise.
I like his assurance that my family is safe and it’s good to know there’s movement on catching the scumbags responsible for this, but I get the distinct feeling that the good news ends there.
“You already know from what Shaun reported at the time that the Poly-Field Observation Array’s telescope capsule opened right before the power went out and the virus took over,” Major says. “What I’ve just been told, no more than an hour ago, is that the timing was no coincidence. Shaun has already seen the first observational data and so have our friends on Earth and the Balena. It has been fully and openly shared, Ray, just like you correctly said everything should be. After this, everything will be.”
“We have data from the array already?” I ask, surprised and impressed. “What did it tell us?”
“Well… last night, it detected powerful space-based radiation waves like nothing we’ve ever seen. The source isn’t the Vita or the Balena, or our site on the Moon. This is very early data from initial scans, and we’re now honing in as much as we can. Shaun has seen it all. He doesn’t think it looks natural.”
I feel my eyes narrow. “So that was last night, and you said something else came in an hour ago? Something related to this that explains why the power died when it did, before the virus took advantage of the downtime?”
“Exactly,” Major gulps. “The telescopes that were intended to study Earth are now looking in the direction of the radiation source, analyzing it in every way we can think of. But the other telescopes in the array are still focused firmly on Bayzen, like they were intended to. I found out about something in the last hour, but it didn’t just happen. The logs show that it happened yesterday — when the power died.”
“Spit it out!” I urge him.
He exhales slowly. “The station was knocked offline by a surge caused by an influx of data that literally overwhelmed our systems, Ray. That data paved the way for the virus to execute on our automatic reboot, before the security systems were fully operational again, but it wasn’t related to the virus. It was data from a Bayzen-facing radio telescope, which came in as soon as the capsule opened and the array locked on Bayzen.”
I say nothing, listening more closely to Major’s words than I ever have to anything in my life.
“I trust Shaun’s gut as much as you do,” he goes on, “and he’s already absolutely convinced that this newly discovered radiation that’s slowly killing our planet isn’t natural. But since last night, as soon as someone spotted the radio signal in the new data logs, Shaun has been studying it along with two teams of experts on Earth and the language-processing AI on the Balena. What Shaun just told me is that they’re all saying the same thing. They’re unanimous in their belief that this isn’t just a signal. It’s a message.”
“From who? Saying what?” I ask, trying to catch hold of a thousand runaway thoughts.
“Well, we don’t know what it says yet. Figuring that out is now our absolute priority. But we do know where the message is coming from, and the timing all but confirms something else, too. Until now, we’ve all been trying to understand the Anomaly on the assumption that its source has to be either natural or man-made. Today, that assumption has been shattered.”
I inhale deeply. “You mean…”
Pale-faced and visibly terrified, Major nods slowly.
“Aliens, Ray,” he says, forever changing my understanding of the universe with those two short words. “Bayzen isn’t empty.”
    
Ray’s adventure continues in Reason To Fear, which is available to order now.
Read on to discover the nature and implications of the alien signal!
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Reason To Fear
When the stars whisper, we have to listen...
An alien signal.
Of all the things I expected to uncover while trying to make sense of the Anomaly, this didn't even enter my mind.
But now, the signal has changed my understanding of everything.
The Anomaly that's suffocating Earth isn't natural, and decoding this message could be our one shot at saving the planet.
The trouble is, we don't even know where to start.
What will it take to decipher the alien signal and unlock the secrets of the Anomaly? And how should we reply when we decode their message?
A lot of people don't think we should trust the aliens who are reaching out to us. I can't pretend I don't understand why.
But with no other way of putting things right, we have to at least figure out what they're saying.
The clock is ticking until the Anomaly consumes us. The fate of humanity lies in my hands all over again.
And this time, the choices I make will echo through the cosmos...
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