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Some opportunities only come around once.
But this?
Most people go their whole lives without getting a chance like this.
That’s why I knew I had to grab it with both hands. And that’s why I’m writing this in the back of a car, on my way to ZolaCore’s space-launch facility.
The last few days have been a whirlwind. As the best performing student in my journalism class, the university chose me for a special assignment to shadow and profile a researcher who is about to take off for The Beacon space station.
I don’t know why ZolaCore wanted a student for this, but it worked in my favor that my university is the closest one to the launch site.
The researcher I’m going to see, Ray Barclay, doesn’t have much of a public profile. All I really know is that he’s highly respected in his field of fuel enrichment.
I’ve been invited to put together a “low-key, down to Earth character profile” of Barclay, who is apparently expected to return home as a household name if his two-month stay on The Beacon goes to plan.
Given that a recently discovered mineral called theocite has been causing a huge stir lately for its supposed potential to change just about everything, and given ZolaCore’s stated goals of asteroid mining and distant space exploration, I think I can take a pretty good stab at what kind of work Barclay will be doing up there.
And believe me: if he does achieve something that opens the door for humanity to venture across the solar system and beyond, he’s going to earn every ounce of recognition that comes his way.
In the few days since my invitation came, I must have signed my name — Paul Carter — more times than in the rest of my life combined. Liability waiver after liability waiver, non-disclosure agreement after non-disclosure agreement… my wrist is practically cramping up!
I can’t talk about what I see or hear at the facility. I can’t record anything, either, and I have no control over when my report will be published — if at all.
I also know that while I’m technically allowed to ask anything I want, Ray can’t and won’t talk about the details of his experiment.
There’s more than a slight power differential here, between a no-name student and a colossal corporation, and that’s probably by design.
I don’t think many well-known professional journalists would have entertained some of the agreements I’ve signed. But when I’m about to graduate into a world where journalists are struggling more than ever to get by, I would have been insane to turn this down.
I’m not crazy enough to think I could generate the kind of major name recognition from this report that Barclay will achieve if his work goes well, but it could definitely open some doors. At the very least, it will look good on my résumé.
It’s a short drive to the launch facility. ZolaCore put me up in a hotel nearby, even though I live only ten miles further away. They’ve also provided a huge executive-style black SUV.
It’s the kind of car you’d expect someone important to step out of, so any photographers or onlookers near the site will be disappointed to see me.
I track our progress on my phone and know we’re getting close. Before long, I see the edge of the facility through my window.
I also see the protestors by the gate.
They’re kept back by barriers at either side of the road, with a police patrol car on-site to make sure no one does any damage to the gate or the perimeter fence.
For all of its apparent potential, theocite is a hugely controversial material. Its sheer potency is one point of concern, with a lot of serious scientists thinking we shouldn’t mess around with it, but the extraction methods required to mine it from the seabed aren’t exactly the cleanest, either.
This SUV is totally soundproofed, which spares me from what’s bound to be an uproarious din. The angry faces and open mouths make that clear.
A banner in one protester’s hand reads “ZOLACORE KILLS!”
Another, more creatively, proclaims that “THEOCITE = ECOCIDE!”
Although my window is tinted, the windshield isn’t.
That’s probably why one protester — or maybe a tabloid reporter — leaps over the roadside barrier and points a camera directly at the driver, momentarily blinding me with a flash. I guess they don’t know who might be in here and want to find out.
Again… they’re going to be disappointed if they think I’m someone important.
“Open the damn gate,” my driver curses under his breath.
Meanwhile, a police officer quickly reprimands the photographer. No other protestors cross the barrier. But as I blink a few times to restore my vision, I see someone hurtling a rock directly towards my window.
I flinch as it bounces off, then thank my lucky stars that the car’s reinforced glass is strong enough to stand up to it. Seconds later, my view through that window is obscured by what looks like red paint.
The car roars forward right after that, with my driver wasting no time as soon as the gate opens. He says nothing else as the launch facility draws closer and dominates our view up ahead.
I try to gather myself.
I can’t lie: it was scary back there. We were massively outnumbered by a very hostile crowd.
Is crowd even the word? I don’t know, because the howls and the paint and especially the well-aimed rock tell me that mob might be a better descriptor.
I’ve read about some opposition to ZolaCore’s theocite mining, but I had no idea it was so intense.
“Is it always like this?” I ask my driver as he slows down near a hangar-like building.
“Past few days, yeah,” he replies. “Word got out that there’s a launch coming. All this mining stuff is riling people up. I guess the timing of everything makes it look like the next spaceplane flight to the station is bringing some theocite up there.”
I don’t say anything else. I don’t know how much this guy knows and I’m sworn not to say too much. I don’t know if he’ll know anything about Ray Barclay, whose presence on that upcoming launch is a very clear sign that active research on practical applications of theocite is on ZolaCore’s immediate agenda.
“You’ll want to go out the other side,” he goes on. “Unless you want to get covered in the paint that’s dripping off the roof.”
I shuffle across to the other side of the back seat just as we come to a halt. “Thanks,” I say. I was already going to go out this way, but I appreciate him making sure.
“What are you doing here, anyway, kid?” he asks, turning all the way around for the first time.
“I’m doing a profile on one of the researchers,” I tell him. This wasn’t on the list of the things I’m not allowed to divulge. I just can’t identify Barclay by name or implication.
He tips his head in understanding. “Well, good luck. I’m hanging around here until you’re done, so I’ll see you then.”
I thank him and step out.
The door of the hangar hasn’t yet closed behind us. That’s why I hear the distant voices of the protestors chanting and blowing horns.
Between the unpleasant sound and the sight of blood-red paint on the roof of the car, I’m getting a real idea of the depth of feeling around this.
As I see a guy in a suit step forward to greet me, one uncomfortable thought runs through my mind:
Ray Barclay and ZolaCore might think they’re on the verge of changing the world, but I don’t think the world is going to take it lying down.
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The guy who greets me outside of the car doesn’t say much. There are certainly no niceties.
He simply leads me to a small walk-through security scanner, like you’d find in an airport or at the entrance of a major tourist site.
I empty my pockets and step through while my wallet and phone pass along a conveyor belt to my right.
With that out of the way he directs me to a door which opens into what I’d call the main building, away from this cavernous hangar-like bay.
“He’s ready for you,” the man says, holding his hand out towards the door.
It all seems a little cold and borderline ominous. But hey… I didn’t come here to talk to anyone except Ray Barclay. It could be that some other employees don’t really want me here. I haven’t given a lot of thought to that, and now I just find myself hoping Barclay won’t see our meeting as an annoying obligation.
I open the door and step through. I emerge in a hallway that could pass for the inside of a school or hospital, rather than an advanced launch site for spaceplanes.
This isn’t actually a futuristic building, for the most part. ZolaCore just took over a disused military test site and added one modern office block that I’m not going to be allowed in. They don’t build anything here, just launch it.
A few seconds after I step into the empty hallway, a door ahead of me opens.
I immediately recognize the man as Ray Barclay. I’ve only seen a headshot before now and I’m a little surprised by how well built he is. That’s the first thing I notice. The second is that he looks extremely tired.
“Paul Carter?” he asks.
“Yeah,” I nod, probably too many times. I’m suddenly nervous, only too aware of how much rests on this first impression. I need this guy to be willing to talk to me, at the very least, and it wouldn’t hurt if he actually likes me enough to really open up.
“I’m Ray,” he goes on, stepping forward to shake my hand. His grip feels a little strange, maybe like he’s trying not to squeeze too hard, but his expression is warm. “I can guess it’s pretty intimidating coming here like this, huh? Don’t worry. We have plenty of time and I’m free to answer almost anything. Do you want to come to a nicer spot and grab a drink? There’s a coffee machine and a fridge in my private room.”
As he speaks, my fears float away.
He’s going out of his way to make me feel at ease, he’s patient, he knew my name, and, well, he’s… nice. He’s just nice. Even the fact that he introduced himself simply as Ray is a good sign. I don’t see any ego here.
“Sure, thanks,” I say.
I follow Ray to his private room, which is behind the door he just came from. Although it turns out to be larger than I expected, the lack of windows and basic nature of the furniture and decor make it feel more like a waiting room than someone’s living quarters.
In essence, I guess it is. Ray hasn’t been here for long and he’s only going to be here for one more night. This is a mere stopover on his route to space. His necessary training and fitness testing is almost complete, and I’m sure his room on The Beacon will have a warmer feel than this one.
The Beacon is a wondrous place, and I’m sure we’re going to touch on that as well as the rest of the big picture. I’m here to profile Ray and get his take on all the important questions, from the recent controversies about theocite to the kind of future he’s hoping to usher in.
Ray encourages me to make myself at home and help myself to whatever I need. I grab a soda from the fridge before settling on the small couch. He’s already seated in the armchair to my left.
“So… how did you end up here?” I ask, figuring an open-ended question is the best way to start.
“Suddenly,” Ray replies. The single-word answer is accompanied by a grin that gives way to a chuckle, though, and certainly not a sign that he’s going to be difficult.
I laugh, too. “Short notice, right? And it’s been a short stay?”
“Short notice and short training,” he confirms, “but it’s going to be a long trip. I have a two-month placement. I know that’s a lot shorter than everyone else’s placements. Most of those guys permanently live up there. That’s the wonder of The Beacon — they say it doesn’t even feel like space. But yeah, it’s a long time for me. Two months is way more time than I’ve ever spent away from my family. I wouldn’t be doing this if it wasn’t so important.”
I jot some of this down in my notebook. It’s strange to be doing this when I’d normally just record an interviewee on my phone, but the conditions of my access were made very clear. I don’t hate it, though. There’s an old-school vibe to it, making me feel like a real reporter.
I’m also getting the feeling that Ray Barclay will be a very easy man to profile. He’s basically interviewing himself at this point, bringing up his family and conversationally moving from one point to another without much need for prompts.
“Can you tell me why this is so important to you?” I push, keen to direct him to that specific topic.
He inhales deeply before replying: “It’s not about what’s important to me, Paul. This is about the whole world. These experiments could bring about a true paradigm shift, bringing us way beyond the limit of what’s currently seen as possible. We could not only revolutionize space travel but also effectively solve Earth’s energy and resource problems. Very few people understand the level of progressive change this work could create, almost instantly. Very few people understand what we’ve found in theocite. It’s like a gift from the planet itself.”
“The environmental protestors outside don’t seem to see it that way,” I reply.
“Which is fair enough,” Ray sighs, leaning back. “Based on the information they have, they feel like they have a moral duty to oppose theocite extraction and all related research. Fine. Based on the information I have, I feel a genuine moral imperative to ignore them. My work on The Beacon could unlock the stars. It could solve a lot of problems on this world while opening the door to new worlds.”
There’s absolutely no doubt in my mind that he believes everything he’s saying. No actor in the world could fake this level of conviction.
I take a moment to choose the words of my reply carefully.
“You’re clearly motivated by progress and maybe even a sense of duty,” I eventually say, hoping it doesn’t come across as too sycophantic. “But some people might raise questions about ZolaCore. They’re not paying for you to go up there out of charity. The Beacon isn’t a publicly funded research station. They’re in this for profit, aren’t they?”
“Absolutely,” he says, surprisingly frank. “We live in a capitalist world. The Beacon is the only place this experimental research can possibly happen, and without their funding it couldn’t happen anywhere. I can’t say too much about the legalities right now, but I can assure you that the ownership and exploitation rights for what comes of this aren’t going to further concentrate power and wealth. I work for a publicly funded university, where I’ve made a lot of the discoveries that these final-stage experiments depend on. They have a stake in this and so do I. ZolaCore isn’t going to own everything. No one is. The company will do well and so will the world as a whole. It’s a win-win. I appreciate what Ignacio Zola has done for space research, but I’m not leaving my family for two months to line that guy’s pockets. Trust me on that.”
I do. I trust him on that.
“And leaving the research to one side for a moment,” I segue, “are you excited about going into space?”
His smile says it all.
“At this point, I definitely am,” he says. “I grew up dreaming of being an astronaut. Some injuries ruled that out, but I didn’t have the most supportive upbringing, anyway. Well, I owe my grandfather a lot. Thanks to him, I kept moving forward and I feel like I’ve done my best with the cards I was dealt. Obviously I was reluctant to leave my family. But now that I’m here, I can’t wait to go the rest of the way. The Beacon really is the only place this can be done and I really am the only person who can do it.”
Despite how those final words could be interpreted, I still don’t detect any ego. Ray is building on his own research, with the permission of the university which has funded it until now, so I understand why it has to be him.
“Why exactly can this research only happen on The Beacon?” I ask, seeking some understanding of the other side of the equation.
“Isolation,” he replies immediately. “This final stage of experimentation is too dangerous to do on Earth. If I could set up a lab even further away, I would. Don’t get me wrong: I have total confidence that everything is going to work out. It’s just that if it doesn’t… well, it really doesn’t.”
I gulp. “With the level of danger you’re hinting at, it seems to me like you haven’t been here for long enough to do much safety training about living and working up there,” I contend.
Calmly, Ray shakes his head. “My lab is going to feel like it’s on Earth. The training here has only been for protection in case of an emergency, about putting on an EVA suit and performing an evacuation. That kind of thing. Aside from that, they’ve been making sure I’m physically and mentally fit for the mission. It’s not like I’m going to be running the station or anything. I’ll just be doing my own work, out of everyone else’s way. They don’t need to teach the cabin crew how to fly the plane and this isn’t all that different.”
I’d actually beg to differ about how different this is from that analogy, but I do see where Ray is coming from.
“But speaking of which, I need to do another physical test routine,” he goes on. “You’re welcome to come. They told me you can see everything here and stick with me as much as I want you to.”
Needless to say, this is music to my ears.
Ray Barclay is a man on a mission — and while I’m getting to know the man quite well, I definitely want to learn more about the mission, too. For Ray to talk of a paradigm shift and be willing to leave for two months the family he so clearly misses already, this really has to be bigger than anything I’ve been imagining.
Getting here was no walk in the park, what with the hostile reception my car received from the protesters. But with every passing second, I’m increasingly glad I came.
I stand up and make my way towards the fitness room, following closely behind the man who just might change our world forever.
“I should be free for most of the day after this,” Ray says while we walk. “Don’t worry… we’ll get to the cool stuff. If you’re sticking around, that is?”
I grin widely. “Sign me up.”
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The next room we enter feels like a cross between a gym and a doctor’s office. The equipment is all very modern, but nothing about the place strikes me as futuristic. Again, that’s in keeping with what I’ve seen elsewhere.
Ray’s promise to show me the “cool stuff” is more than a little tantalizing.
“I’m on my own most of the time, even for these physicals,” he says. “I just cycle through the tests. This one is twenty minutes. Some resistance then some cardio intervals.”
As he speaks, he tips his head towards four large treadmills.
“And you said you’ve already done your emergency space-suit training?” I ask. “I missed that?”
He nods. “There wasn’t all that much to it, though. Three hours… something like that. I had to practice putting it on quickly and then walking around and opening doors. Just the basics. I think it was a box-ticking thing for them, to say they’ve shown me how to do it. I’m not trying to be morbid, but if you’re on an isolated space station and there’s an emergency that means you can’t breathe without a suit that only has life support for a matter of hours…”
“It’s already too late,” I say, finishing a sentence he left hanging.
“Bingo. But…” he goes on, his voice getting chirpier, “I did get some useful calming techniques from my safety instructor. I felt really claustrophobic at first and she helped me through it, which is bound to be useful for the launch and all my time up there.”
Ray is a positive guy. I like that.
He then proceeds to pick up an unusual-looking strap before wrapping it around his right wrist. “I have some nerve damage from an accident,” he explains.
Which, in turn, explains why his grip felt off during our handshake, I realize.
“The ironic thing is I’m stronger and fitter than I would be if it never happened,” he goes on. “I started lifting weights almost out of defiance that the injuries wouldn’t beat me. I have specially adapted fitness machines at home that let me move a lot more weight, but these straps help me do some work with free weights. I’m taking them up with me.”
Ray knocks out his dumbbell routine very efficiently, telling me that each of the weights has an internal accelerometer that tracks repetitions and range of movement. He doesn’t have to make note of how many reps he’s done and the bosses around here don’t have to take his word for anything. I guess that’s some pretty nifty tech, but I’m still keen to get out of here and move onto the fun stuff.
“I don’t have to do the vision tests on account of my special dispensation to bring contact lenses,” Ray says, “so it’s straight to the cardio after the weights. Do you want to walk with me? It would feel pretty weird to have my back to you all the time.”
I step up on to the treadmill next to his.
“What’s that about special dispensation?” I ask.
“Oh, normally ZolaCore doesn’t let anyone on The Beacon who needs any sensory assistance. No hearing aids or visual aids. But because I’m not a candidate for corrective laser surgery and because they really want me up there, they made an exception. Apparently Zola himself had to sign off on it.”
“Why aren’t you a candidate for laser surgery?” I ask. “Did your vision problems come from this accident you mention⁠—”
“We’re not going to talk about that,” he cuts me off. His tone isn’t harsh, but it’s definitely firm. Saying we’re not going to talk about it — rather than he’s not going to talk about it — is also very telling.
At least for now, the accident is off-limits.
I try to change the subject. “What about underwater testing… is there anything like that?”
“I’m not doing anything like that,” Ray replies as his treadmill starts moving.
I nod. “So that’s just in the movies?”
“Oh no, underwater training does happen. I just didn’t have to do it. I told them I couldn’t. I… I had a bad experience in water.”
Ray raises his right hand.
Ah.
I’m tempted to ask for more details, since he’s just given me something about the accident despite saying he wouldn’t. It’s not the time, though. Not so soon after he cut the subject off.
As he turns a dial to up his pace, Ray attaches several sensors to his left wrist. His heart-rate then appears on the screen, impressively steady even at a solid jog.
I, meanwhile, am sticking to a brisk walk.
“Enough about me, anyway,” Ray says, talking easily while moving at a pace that would have me panting like a husky in the sun. “How did you get this gig?”
Just as I open my mouth to answer, my reply is cut off.
A shrill, piercing sound cuts through the air. My eyes widen and my legs stumble on the treadmill as the rhythmic alarm begins to blare deafeningly around us.
That’s when the automated voiceover kicks in:
“Emergency. Emergency. Emergency.”
Oh, shit…
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I’m glad there aren’t any heart-rate monitors hooked up to me right now, because I can’t even imagine what the readings would be.
All I know is that I can feel my heart thumping… and if it wasn’t for the deafening warning alarm I’d be hearing it, too.
Ray leans over and turns the dial down on my treadmill, like he’s already done on his own.
“Paul, breathe,” he tells me, disconnecting his sensors as soon as we’re stationary. “We’re going to be okay.”
I turn to the door and run.
Just as I do, the automated voice message blasting through the speakers suddenly changes:
“Shelter in place. Shelter in place. Do not attempt to leave a safe area unless instructed to do so. Shelter in place. Shelter in place.”
The voice stops, with the shrill alarm again filling our ears.
To hell with that, I think to myself. If there’s been a breach, we’re sitting ducks in here!
But before I reach the door, I feel Ray grab hold of me from behind. He rushes past and locks the door.
“Shelter in place!” he yells. “You heard. We’d be safer in the emergency annex than we are here, but we might not be safe on the way. I’ll report our position. Do not open that door.”
All I can say is that it’s a good thing one of us thrives under pressure.
I stand by the door and feel my body shaking while Ray presses a button on an intercom-like device on the far wall.
“We have two persons in the gym, safe and urgently awaiting further instructions,” he reports.
Immediately, the alarm stops.
The next voice is clearly coming at us live, rather than as a recorded message:
“Well done, Barclay. You passed. You can unlock the door.”
I feel my brow furrow in confusion, but Ray breathes an instant sigh of relief.
“Sons-a-bitches,” he groans with a quickly growing smile. “They got me.”
A test?
They scared the daylights out of us as a test, to see how Ray would react?
I wait for Ray to get back to this side of the room and open the door. As soon as he does, the besuited man who met me in the hangar comes into view. This time, he’s smiling.
“Good job,” he says. “We had to be sure you would follow orders and control your instincts under pressure. Especially in an instance where you might feel responsibility for someone else whose instincts were less under control.”
The guy’s eyes glance at me when he says that.
From what he’s just said, it seems like I was a pawn in all of this.
“It’ll give you something extra to write about in your report, too,” he goes on. “But more on that tomorrow. I’m afraid Ray is going to be busy for the rest of the day. We need to run over some launch logistics while we have the full oversight team on the premises.”
“I thought that was tomorrow?” Ray replies. “Final logistics checks on the morning of the launch day. Isn’t that how it works?”
The man exhales slowly. “Usually. The trouble is, Johnson and a few of the others won’t be here tomorrow, when we’ve been planning to give you the final rundown. Those protestors have spooked a few people with their antics today. It’s been getting worse, as your journalist friend here can attest. Some senior team members who don’t strictly have to be here for the launch aren’t coming in.”
The air is heavy for a few seconds, before the man again turns to me.
“You’re still very welcome to shadow Ray until launch time, in between his commitments, but we’ll all understand if you don’t want to. There’s no real threat to the facility — this little test was just to make sure Ray is ready for any eventualities that might occur in space. I know you experienced the protest first-hand, though, and you might feel like you’ve got enough to write about already. Just let your driver know. He’s still there for you now. You can head back the way you came in. Like I said, we’ll understand if you call a wrap on this thing.”
I shake my head. Fighting my instincts, I speak through a deep gulp. “I’ll come back,” I decide.
Well, I didn’t really have to decide. I can’t miss the launch day and really wish I didn’t have to leave now.
“Excellent,” the guy says. “As soon as you’re ready then, Ray.”
He leaves without another word. There’s no doubt that “as soon as you’re ready” really means “don’t keep us waiting,” so I know this is my cue to leave.
“Wait,” Ray says, stopping me from walking out with a far gentler hand than he used during the fake emergency. “That takes some real guts, coming back here.”
And believe me: coming from the guy who is set to blast into space bound for a station a lot of people wish didn’t exist, that means something.
“Thank you,” I tell him, truly meaning it.
“Plus, on the bright side…” he goes on, a grin growing as he speaks during our walk through the hallway. “Getting this logistics rundown done today just means that I’ll have a few more free hours tomorrow. If you do come back, I’ll make sure to show you the coolest thing you’ve ever seen. No bull.”
“Yeah?” I ask, reaching the door where I first came in.
“Yeah,” Ray winks. “See you tomorrow, kid.”
I smile for the first time in a while. Because with a promise like that, you can bet your ass he’ll see me tomorrow.
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After the intense panic I felt when the alarm went off, the sound and then the sight of the protestors doesn’t have the same effect as it did earlier.
I’m in the same car as before — the license plate tells me that — but the paint has all been wiped off.
My driver is either under instructions not to ask how things went in the facility or doesn’t really care. I think it could be both, because he seems totally focused on speeding past the protestors as soon as the gate opens. He doesn’t want a repeat of the barrage we faced earlier, and I don’t blame him.
We zoom past so fast, I can’t even read the signs.
“Tomorrow will be worse,” he warns me, clearly assuming that I’ll be back since I haven’t told him otherwise. “The police aren’t interested unless they obstruct the road like the guy with the camera. Aggressive threats to the facility’s staff and visitors don’t even register. Zola has made himself a lot of enemies… all the way to the top.”
That statement isn’t exactly news to me, but thinking about it in terms of a lack of police protection is more than a little unsettling.
The rest of the journey passes quickly and quietly.
“8AM sharp?” the driver asks when we reach the hotel.
“Yeah,” I say. “But listen, I don’t have any cash on me. I’ll get some before⁠—”
“No. No tip,” he insists. “I would give it back. Believe me, kid, I’m getting paid. Discretion and reliability always go a long way in this line of work, but these ZolaCore guys have more money than sense.”
As I step out, I can’t help but wonder if there’s some irony in his lack of discretion in telling me that, but I know where he’s coming from. And in the spirit of discretion, I’m not going to mention anything he said in my report.
“Ah, Mr. Carter,” the hotel receptionist calls as soon as I step inside.
More than a little surprised he knows my name, I pause for a second. “Yeah?”
“We have a delivery for you. This came by private courier only twenty minutes ago.”
I look at the large brown envelope.
“Typically we don’t accept packages without a charge,” he goes on, “but your company is an excellent and loyal repeat client of our hotel. Please think nothing of it, and do let us know if there’s anything at all you need to make your stay more comfortable.”
I thank the man and take my envelope, deciding there’s no need to clarify that ZolaCore isn’t my company in any real sense. They’ve paid for the room, and if that gets me special treatment then I’m not going to rock the boat.
Besides, right now I’m more interested in what’s in this envelope. It feels too thick to be paperwork, and I can’t imagine there being many forms or documents left in the world that I haven’t already had to sign in the past few days.
When I get to my room, I open it right away.
My heart skips a beat as the item inside meets my eyes.
It’s a thick banner, folded several times to fit inside.
I open it up and read the message: ZOLACORE KILLS.
From the protest, I realize with a gulp. As I open it the whole way, I notice something fall to the floor.
I lean down and pick it up.
A photo, old-school Polaroid style, of me and my driver.
From the protest, I reflect with even more unease.
They identified me from the photo and must have guessed I was staying here, which I already know is the hotel of choice for ZolaCore staff visiting from other facilities.
They’re just trying to scare me off, I realize. Petty intimidation.
My finger then feels something odd on the back of the photo, in the center. I turn it around and feel my throat tighten as I see what’s there, taped to paper in a form of intimidation that seems anything but petty.
A bullet.
I don’t know how long I stare at it.
All I know is that this suddenly feels all too relatable. The rock those protesters threw at my window was obviously intended to hurt, but it was a blind attack. They didn’t know who I was.
But now?
Now they do.
They know my name, they guessed where I’m staying, and they’ll easily be able to find out where I live the rest of the time.
That realization hits hardest of all, because I’m already in too deep to get out. There’s no rewind button on this.
The receptionist downstairs saw ZolaCore as my company and these protestors clearly do, too.
A million thoughts run through my mind.
One keeps rising to the top, though. It’s the thought that tomorrow evening, despite every danger and risk he recognizes only too well, Ray Barclay is going to space.
Ray isn’t going to let the naysayers and bullies win, whether they really are environmental protestors or they’re agitators paid by ZolaCore’s corporate rivals to do whatever they can to get in the way of massively disruptive scientific progress.
And after a short time in Ray’s inspiring company, I know my decision is already made.
I untape the bullet from the photo and put it inside my wallet.
I’m not going to let them win, either.
Ray Barclay is going to space to change the world, and I’m going to watch him take off.
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After a room-service dinner, I don’t sleep much.
There are way too many thoughts running through my mind.
I spend some time researching ZolaCore’s corporate rivals and governmental adversaries. To say it’s a controversial company would be like saying my recent bullet delivery was mildly concerning — a gross understatement.
There’s not a lot that I didn’t know before looking it up, since most of this is common knowledge, but the sheer breadth of opposition to theocite mining in particular is all quite new.
All of this only makes me more restless. By the second half of the night I’ve given up on sleep to the extent that daylight comes as a relief, even with the uncertainties that lie ahead.
My driver is waiting for me when I get downstairs five minutes early.
He doesn’t say anything as I step into the car.
There’s some rush-hour traffic today since we’re heading to the facility earlier than we did yesterday, but the volume of cars is nothing compared to the volume of people that greets us at the gate.
Well… greets isn’t exactly the right word.
There are far more protestors than yesterday, with a bulked-up police presence here to keep them under control. Relatively speaking, anyway.
Although no rocks or cans of paint come our way, one section of the crowd does burst through the barrier in front of them when the gate opens. Thankfully the police officers do their jobs, holding off the mob so we can drive through in the short time the gate is open.
“I’ll be here,” my stoic driver says as the car draws to a halt at our destination.
I thank him and step out.
At the facility’s security checkpoint, I take my wallet and phone from my pocket.
“Oh, there’s, uh… there’s something in there that you’ll see on the scanner,” I say, realizing the bullet I’ve brought to show Ray is bound to raise some questions. I just figured that I can’t not tell him about the threat I received. With the risk he’s about to take, he deserves full information.
The same man I saw a few times yesterday, who remains nameless, narrows his eyes.
I gulp as he picks up my wallet and opens the coin pouch, where a cylinder-like shape clearly protrudes.
He lifts out the bullet and holds it out in the air between us.
“Welcome to the club,” he says, putting it back in like it’s nothing. “Credit to you for coming back. They’ve used these intimidation tactics on the rest of us, too — Ray included. Nothing ever comes of it, but the first time is the most jarring. You should definitely write about this in your report. When Ray gets back and the world gets wind of what he’s achieved, these extremists and naysayers are going to look mighty stupid.”
Unsure what to say through my surprise at all of this, I step through the scanner silently and without incident.
I thank the man for handing me my wallet and phone once I’m through.
We walk together towards the hallway, where Ray is once again waiting. He looks better rested than yesterday — the opposite of how I feel — which is a good thing given that he’ll be leaving for space in a matter of hours.
It’s not a long journey and he’ll be a passenger in a spaceplane rather than a rocket-boosted shuttle, which is why he’s able to spend these morning hours as he pleases. I’m beyond grateful that’s with me.
“Our friend received a bullet from the protestors,” the man announces right away. “Despite that, he still showed up. I’ll get the walk-around ready for you both, Ray, but make sure he sees everything else he’s interested in, too. He’s proven himself just by being here.”
I’m pleased to hear all of that, and the man enters an unmarked doorway before Ray can ask any follow-up questions.
“So they sent one to your hotel?” he asks me instead.
I nod. “I brought it to show you how far those guys will go to intimidate anyone they see as linked to this launch, but I guess there’s nothing you don’t know.”
“Well, thanks,” Ray says, after a slow and somber shake of his head. “The thing to remember is that their bark is worse than their bite. It’s all bluster.”
“But it’s not just them, is it?” I contend. “I know the bullet came from those guys, because it was wrapped in one of the signs. They’re not the only people vocally opposed to what ZolaCore is doing. What you’re going to be doing. You said yourself it could be a paradigm shift. Entire industries could be obsolete overnight if your mission goes to plan. Aren’t you worried that some of your bigger opponents might actually have a bite?”
Ray hesitates. “The technological leap I’m trying to make is going to dilute a lot of power and wealth. You’re right to see that the people currently holding it don’t want me to succeed. I just… I can’t pay attention to that. They’re right about what’s going to happen, but they care for the wrong reasons. They care about themselves. Those protestors, as extreme as some of them are… part of me feels like they’re at least wrong for the right reasons. They care about the environmental side. They just don’t realize⁠—”
“But what if they’re not wrong?” I interrupt, speaking more sharply than I meant and cutting Ray off for the first time. “In environmental terms, how sure are you that we’re not the bad guys? What if mining theocite isn’t as clean as you think?”
“I’ve seen data that eases my mind on that,” Ray replies, untroubled by a tone I’ve tried to keep from sounding too adversarial. “Besides, the quantity that’s already been mined is more potent than you could imagine. Literally. It’s not like we need to keep taking more and more and more. Sure, my proof of concept will make it the most desirable material in the world. But the extraction is very difficult and the deposits we’ve found are in isolated concentrations. Access will be tightly controlled. There’s no reckless gold rush coming from this. And the more we learn, the more precise we can be.”
I exhale slowly. “I don’t know. I’m not saying you’re in this for the wrong reasons and that you don’t want to line Zola’s pockets. But what about what he wants? What about what he thinks he’s going to get out of this? Zola is one of the richest men in the world. What makes you so sure he doesn’t just look at you and see someone who can make him even more rich and more powerful, environmental consequences be damned?”
Tensely, Ray holds my eyes. “You want to talk about Zola?” he asks.
“Yeah,” I reply.
He gestures down the hallway with a tip of his head, towards the privacy of his room.
We walk.
Ray is clearly willing to have this conversation, but not where anyone else could be listening…
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“Zola himself made this mission happen,” Ray tells me.
His demeanor definitely isn’t that of a man with something to hide. I think he just didn’t want anyone else to hear us candidly discussing the guy who ultimately signs their paychecks.
“I’ve never met him,” he continues, “but I appreciate what he’s done for space research. No one else is funding anything these days. He’s the only one putting money into space, and he’s funding all kinds of projects that will never have an obvious financial return. I’m not naïve enough to think he doesn’t care about the money that could be in this, but you shouldn’t be so cynical that you miss the fact that Ignacio Zola built this company because he cares about taking humanity off earth. Believe me, there are easier ways to make and grow a fortune than the research areas he’s funding. And all the money he’s already made with conventional mining on Earth? He’s spending it to get us to space.”
I didn’t expect Ray to give such a passionate response to my questions about the billionaire’s motives, but his defense of Zola against my pointed accusations could hardly be stronger.
“So you really think money is just a means to an end for him?” I push. “A means to this end?”
Ray nods. “Exactly. There might be some element of ego or a quest for legacy. After all, we are in a building with his name on it. If it is, I’m just glad the legacy he wants is perfectly aligned with humanity’s long-term best interests of expanding our footprint into space.”
“I can see that,” I reply. “So, without getting into too many specifics, do you think certain challenging situations in Zola’s childhood might have inspired this quest for legacy, as you put it? After all, it’s well known that he faced some serious challenges and obstacles growing up. Maybe you could relate to that better than most, with what you said about beginning to lift weights out of defiance after your injuries?”
This time, Ray shakes his head. “I only want to talk about the future,” he insists, tersely but politely.
It’s abundantly clear that he doesn’t want to talk about the accident that caused his hand injury and partial vision loss, so I let this lie. I didn’t mean to prod again, the moment just naturally led to it.
“Well, focusing on the future…” I shift. “Do you expect to meet Zola after your research placement ends? I know a lot of personnel launch from the headquarters in New Zealand and return there, too. Will you be returning here or landing there? If things go as well as you hope, there is bound to be a lot of media attention if Zola chooses to announce anything about your breakthroughs.”
“I don’t think so,” Ray says. “About landing in New Zealand, that is. But once the news goes public, which might not be right away, I do think I’ll meet him. He’s a very private man, as I’m sure you know. I mean, New Zealand is at the edge of the map and it’s no accident that’s where he built the new HQ.”
I lean in a little closer. “How much do you know about that facility? It’s not just a corporate headquarters, is it? They use it for launches and landings, like we talked about, but there are also rumors about secret construction projects. Do you have any insights on that?”
“Honestly, I don’t know all that much about the place,” Ray replies.
“Understood. More generally, do you have any concerns about ZolaCore’s history of workplace safety? The company’s terrestrial safety record isn’t exactly… well, unblemished.”
Raising his eyebrows slightly in the first sign that he might be growing frustrated by this line of questioning, Ray begins his reply with a blunt one-liner: “You can’t go swimming and not get wet. Any kind of complex manufacturing and research work comes with a degree of risk. But right now I care about the space program, and there have been no safety problems on The Beacon or with any launches.”
“So you don’t see any real risks in this?”
“Oh, I see huge risks at every stage,” he counters. “All the safety procedures in the world can’t make space travel totally safe, Paul. I’m going swimming in the ocean of space. And as secure as The Beacon is, it’s still precarious.”
I scratch my chin in momentary confusion and lean back. “Secure but still precarious? Do those words fit together?”
“The station is absolutely secure,” Ray says. “It has an inherent advantage of isolation, allowing total control of who and what goes up there. No one and nothing gets on board without being thoroughly vetted. It’s fair to say that ninety-nine percent of the work to keep a space station secure happens on the ground, in terms of who is and isn’t granted access. But that doesn’t mean it’s safe. At the end of the day, it’s basically a pressurized metal can floating in space. All the dangers are on the outside. Do you see what I mean? It’s secure… but still precarious.”
Okay. Now I get what he means.
I’m also reminded of the old quote that courage isn’t the absence of fear, but feeling the fear and moving forward anyway.
That’s what Ray Barclay is doing here. I guess I should give myself some credit for having the courage to come here today, but it goes without saying that Ray’s willingness to travel to The Beacon is on another level entirely.
“I’m sorry if anything I’ve asked about this stuff came across as hostile,” I say. “It’s just… feelings are so strong about Zola and theocite and everything else right now. From the outside looking in, I see a lot of red flags. All the research I did before coming here, and even last night, made those feelings stronger. But talking to you now, and knowing that you’re the guy leading this charge, I feel like I’m seeing a bigger picture.”
Ray smiles widely, as if something just came to his mind. “You ain’t seen nothing yet, kid,” he says, standing up and gesturing with his hand for me to do the same.
“Oh?” I grin.
“Remember yesterday,” he begins, “when I said I could use my extra time today to show you the coolest thing you’ve ever seen? Well, instead of just talking about The Beacon, and even instead of just seeing it… how would you like to walk around it?”
My grin fades, giving way to a blank and very confused expression. “Huh?”
“We have an immersive VR walk-around system in the basement. Full size. There are two headsets. I had a guided tour to get my bearings, and I’ve already told the bosses that it would help your article if you get to see The Beacon for yourself.”
Sweet!
This must be what the guy in the suit was talking about when he said he would get the walk-around ready for us. I had no idea.
“When you see this, you’ll understand,” Ray says. “You’ll understand that some things are more important than money and that some callings are too loud to ignore.”
As I stand there smiling dumbly, Ray reopens the door and signals for me to walk out first.
“You’ll understand that they’re not just doing science up there, Paul,” he says as I step past him. “They’re chasing destiny.”
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Ray points me to the door which leads down to the facility’s gargantuan basement, which I didn’t know existed until barely a minute ago.
The real surprise comes when I see that it’s totally empty. I expected some kind of structure to mark The Beacon’s physical layout, but there is almost literally nothing.
I only qualify that with an “almost” because of a small island-like platform near the bottom of the stairs, where our besuited friend is standing next to a control screen and a table that holds our headsets.
“Have you ever worn a VR headset?” the guy asks me as we descend the stairs. His voice echoes.
“Yeah,” I say. “Not moving around in an open space like this, though.”
I listen closely as they explain how it will work.
Essentially, as soon as I put my headset on and the guy engages the simulation, I will feel truly immersed.
I’ll receive vibration-based feedback if I make contact with any walls or objects, and doors can be opened by holding my hand against them for several seconds.
The instructions are simple enough and I can’t wait to get started, so I confirm that I understand everything. The other guy will stick around as our lookout, which is a sensible safety precaution when we’re essentially walking around blind to our surroundings.
Less than a minute later, my headset is secured in place. And only a few seconds after that…
Wow.
Just… wow.
I’m at a total loss for words to describe how real it looks. How real it feels.
My walk-around has begun in a tiny closet-like room that’s located where there is actually an emergency docking hatch on the real Beacon — the only change made to enable this activity, I’m assured.
Every detail is ultra-realistic, to the extent that I feel uncomfortably confined even though I know my body is standing in a huge empty basement.
“Just hold your hand on the door and it’ll open,” Ray reminds me.
I do so. And when I do, I find my discomfort fading as a wave of genuine awestruck wonder takes its place.
What’s wower than wow? Because seriously, I need a new word to describe this.
Just like when I was looking at the door from the small box-like room, my brain knows I’m standing in a basement.
But my eyes? My heart? My soul?
I’m there.
I’m on The Beacon.
“Is it working?” Ray asks, perfectly audible.
“Oh, it’s working!” I reply giddily.
It’s so good, I’m no longer even thinking about how great this immersive technology is. I’m now thinking only about how cool The Beacon is.
Ray encourages me to walk in any direction I want to. I turn towards him and see a glowing white avatar that represents his physical position relative to mine. I hold out my own hand and see that it has the same kind of look to it.
I then take an excited step straight ahead, taking in my majestic new surroundings. The main hallway-like area is surprisingly expansive, especially compared to the narrow corridor that’s upstairs in this terrestrial facility, and it’s difficult to decide where to go first.
“Is there a view of Earth?” I ask.
That might seem weird, but it’s where my mind goes. People always say the coolest thing about being in space is looking down. And when this experience is so immersive, why not give it a try?
“Not for us,” Ray tells me. “Some doors are locked for non-authorized personnel. That’s true in real life so it’s also true here. Sadly, there’s no one else in this simulation to let us in those rooms.”
“Doors will be locked?” I ask in surprise. “Even though everyone is vetted as much as you said? Isn’t that, I don’t know, pretty needless? Maybe even dangerous?”
“There are still levels of clearance,” he explains. “Remember when I said I don’t have to train for everything, just like cabin crew don’t need to know how to fly the plane? Well, they don’t all have the keys to the cockpit, either. There are a few places with clear views of Earth, including my lab, but we can’t access them.”
I can just about understand the rest, but not being able to go into Ray’s lab?
“We only can’t go to my lab because it’s not part of the simulation,” he goes on before I have the chance to query the point. “I’ve been assigned one of The Beacon’s four detachable offshoot labs, at the end of one of four long walkways that protrude from the main body. Way too long of a walkway to fit in here.”
“Why so long? And did you just say… detachable?” I ask.
I’m looking around in wonder as we talk, but these new questions are distracting me from some of the immersive details.
Ray replies like it’s nothing: “Yeah. There’s a failsafe detachment mechanism to protect the station in the event of any explosive mishaps in my lab’s reaction chamber. The walkway is deliberately long to create as much distance as possible, so the detachment occurs without any spillover damage. If there was a catastrophic problem in the lab, it would detach from the station and that walkway itself would immediately transform into a physical shield to protect the rest of the station.”
“Makes sense,” I acknowledge. “At least it should give you some extra safety.”
“Uh… not so much,” he says with a wry chuckle. “I’ll be in there. Once the reaction starts, I can’t leave. It’s to protect everyone else from what I’m doing. That’s the only reason I’m allowed to do it at all. But I’ve designed the equipment I’m bringing up and I’ve designed the experiments. I trust my work, Paul. I trust it with my life… literally.”
I don’t even know what to say to that.
“But as for what we can see,” Ray chirps up, “how about the greenhouse? That could be pretty cool to check out. A greenhouse in space. Who would have thought? Or there’s a cinema. A huge canteen and recreation hall. Dorms that feel like fancy hotel rooms… The Beacon is your oyster.”
Before I can reply, or even finish digesting what I’ve just learned about how precarious Ray’s lab is going to be, the momentary silence gives way to an extremely jarring sound.
An alarm, just as loud and just as piercing as yesterday’s.
My body jolts in automatic reaction to it, but after a second I feel a smile spreading on my face.
Fool me once…
I turn to Ray and see his avatar’s hands move up to his head, taking his headset off.
“Again?” he calls over the alarm. “Really?”
“It’s not a test this time!” our lookout yells back. “This isn’t supposed to be happening. There are no tests or drills scheduled for today!”
At that, I remove my own headset.
As I do, I see the fear on the guy’s face. He’s been running towards us, I guess to make sure he would get our attention with physical contact if needed, but he stops now that we can see him. He points to the stairs. “Come on!”
Ray and I share a glance. And at that very moment, a familiar automated voice kicks in through the basement’s emergency speakers with an unfamiliar and very unsettling message:
“Perimeter breach detected. All personnel, urgently evacuate to the emergency annex. Perimeter breach detected. All personnel, urgently evacuate to the emergency annex.”
Ray’s expression, previously uncertain, turns to stone.
“Go go go!” he booms, pulling me forward as he sets off on a sprint for the stairs that our friend has almost finished climbing.
I run as fast as my legs will take me.
These guys might have cried wolf once, but this is as real as it gets.
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Ray waits for me at the top of the stairs, making sure I’m okay even as the emergency voiceover continues to warn us that there’s been a perimeter breach.
It’s not like I’m infirm or anything, I’m just not as fit as this guy. The fact he waits says a lot about him, though, and I certainly appreciate it since I don’t know where the “emergency annex” we’re evacuating to even is.
I feel my heart beating faster than ever as I reach the top step and follow Ray down the hallway. Fortunately it’s not too far to the annex, and even more fortunately we don’t encounter any intruders on the way.
I lose my bearings very quickly. I’m running on adrenaline and doing all I can to keep pace with Ray and not slow him down.
After a few turns and doorways, I have no clue what a top-down visualization of my movements would look like. I doubt I could even get back to where we started without opening the wrong doors. Not that I’d want to, what with the emergency annex sounding infinitely preferable to the wide-open basement right now, but there would be no easy retracing of these hurried steps.
When we reach our destination and get inside, there are a grand total of five people. Just one woman and one other guy I haven’t seen before, along with us and the guy who seems to be in charge.
The emergency annex is compact and brings to mind a security bunker, like you’d see in a movie. I never thought for a second I’d end up somewhere like this for real, let alone in an emergency situation.
With the reinforced doors fully closed, the alarm and voiceover are no longer audible. The silence is surprisingly total, indicating the level of insulation and hopefully the level of security we have in here.
“What are we looking at?” Ray asks the female worker.
She’s in her fifties or early sixties, smartly dressed in a ZolaCore blazer. She looks important, and the fact that Ray is addressing her further indicates her seniority.
“I can see that a remote-drone crossed the perimeter and attempted to reach the runway where your spaceplane is stationed for the launch,” she says. “No intruders. No damage, either, but only because the attack was thwarted.”
As she speaks, she’s looking down at a table in the middle of the room which doubles as some kind of huge command screen.
“The drone appears to be a basic and widely available commercial model,” she goes on. “It was easily destroyed by our laser defense system, which functioned as intended. Live communication logs from the security team outside tell us that they’re liaising with police to greatly expand our exclusion zone. The drone was released by a protestor at the gate. And judging by the size of the explosion when it was intercepted, it appears to have been carrying some kind of payload designed to disrupt the launch.”
Honestly, although I hear these words, everything feels like a blur right now. My heart is still pounding like never before, even as the crushing panic over intruders in the facility subsides.
“Tell me the launch is still on…” Ray says.
The others all look at each other.
“You’re still in?” the woman asks. “For this afternoon?”
“The sooner the better,” he replies. “Hell, this just flat-out proved it’s safer up there than down here. No drones are reaching The Beacon, basic models or not.”
This raises a few smiles and even some laughter. It’s all born of relief, with everyone no doubt having feared the worst when the automated security system warned of a perimeter breach.
As breaches go, a basic drone definitely wasn’t the worst thing that could have come our way.
I can’t bring myself to smile along with the others, though, because I’m just not totally sold on this idea of The Beacon being untouchable.
“If there’s any scope to move the window forward, I’m all-in for that, too,” Ray says. “I just need an hour to call Eva. Everything else is set.”
The woman by the table taps a few buttons on its in-built screen. Seconds later, she looks up at Ray and nods. “Not by much, but we can bring it forward. Your pilot is on-site and weather conditions are favorable.”
“Do it,” Ray says.
And with one more tap of her finger, it looks like she does.
Ray then turns to me and pats my shoulder. “Sorry for this drama, Paul. But if you’re okay to stick around for a few more hours, I’ll be able to see you right before I leave and you can watch the launch.”
I nod without even thinking.
Of course I’m staying for the launch.
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After everything that’s happened here, and ahead of the adventure Ray is willingly stepping into, there’s no way I can leave early.
To be honest, I also like the sound of a larger exclusion zone to keep the rabid protestors away from the car when I’m leaving. Holding off until that’s put in place is definitely in my best interests.
I’m encouraged to head for the launch observation deck. I’m then left alone with my thoughts, while Ray calls his family one last time before the launch and while the others get everything in order.
They all seem surprisingly laid back about the mechanics of the launch itself, which I guess is a huge benefit of the spaceplane’s design. Compared to an old-school blast-off, a launch like this has far fewer moving parts to align.
It’s a beautiful day outside and it feels surreal to think that in very little time, the friendly guy I’ve shared some crazy experiences with around here will be on his way to orbit.
We’re living in the future. I can only imagine what might lie in store in the kind of sci-fi wonderland Ray thinks he can usher in with his theocite-related experiments.
I spend my waiting time looking back.
I came here to profile Ray, and I found a man of selfless dignity and steely determination. What I didn’t come here to do was have paint and rocks hurled at me, bullets sent to my hotel, or have my heart-rate all but reach escape velocity during one false alarm and one only-too-real evacuation scenario.
I’ve gotten more than I bargained for, that’s for sure.
Looking out at the spaceplane and up at the sky, I can’t shake a foreboding feeling that Ray might be about to step into a situation that brings a lot more than he’s bargaining for, too.
I must have been staring out there in deep thought for longer than I realize, because before I know it I hear his resonant voice:
“It’s time.”
I turn around and see Ray decked out in his launch suit.
It’s not a bulky EVA-style suit, which I’d think of as a classic spacesuit, but it’s still a stark visual reminder that he’s not going on a regular flight.
I stand up and walk towards him.
“I want to thank you for coming out here,” he says. “My story isn’t the important thing here, but I hope you’ve got something worthwhile to report.”
He’s thanking me? After how open and hospitable he’s been, not to mention how selflessly helpful even under intense pressure… he’s thanking me?
“Don’t go,” I blurt out.
I don’t even know where those words have come from, but they’re here now.
Ray narrows his eyes, almost squinting.
“A lot of very motivated and very soulless people are dead-set against what you’re going to do up there,” I tell him, my words still outpacing my conscious thoughts. “The risks are bigger than you think. We’re not just talking about environmental protestors and store-bought drones, Ray.”
“Don’t worry about me,” he says, very calmly, as he shifts his weight to indicate that he’s about to set off. And then, as if I didn’t already know what kind of guy he was, Ray shows his true character with one last statement: “Paul, I know that some very bad and very selfish people don’t want us to succeed… and that’s exactly why we must.”
With that, he’s gone.
I watch him walk away and then return to my seat. His words echo in my head until I see him step outside and board the spaceplane, which swiftly takes off and shoots upwards on its course for The Beacon.
It’s not as visually spectacular as a vertical rocket launch — there’s just no denying that — but I think that in itself is testament to ZolaCore’s engineering. The fact that this does look so routine is surely the most impressive part.
I watch in awe. In awe of human engineering, in awe of human bravery, and in awe of the hopeful future one particularly brilliant man could soon usher in for humanity as a whole.
Soaring beyond the limits of our world despite all of the opposition and all of the obstacles in his way, Ray Barclay truly is chasing destiny.
And after two days in his company, I sure as hell wouldn’t bet against him.

Ray Barclay’s space-based adventures begin with the bestselling Last Man Standing, which is available to order now.
Click here to download Last Man Standing from Amazon.
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If this prequel was your first introduction to Ray Barclay, your next port of call will be Last Man Standing — the epic novel that kicks of the bestselling Earthburst Saga.
If you’re looking for another epic read and you haven’t already checked out my Not Alone series, that’s the obvious next stop for more thrilling sci-fi adventure. You can pick up the blockbuster first novel by clicking here.
I have some huge projects coming soon. To make sure you don’t miss any of the most important updates on future books, simply sign up to my email newsletter by clicking here.

To reach me directly, discuss anything related to my books, keep up to date with what’s coming next and even have a chance to read it early, you can also join my Facebook fan group — Craig A. Falconer’s Sci-Fi Tavern — by clicking here. It’s an awesome group of friendly readers and it’d be great if you could join us!

www.craigafalconer.com
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