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Three and a half days.
Since everything went to hell three and a half days ago, the only thing I’ve wanted is to see my family again. For most of it, all I had was a stubborn hope that they’d somehow survived against the odds, just like I did.
But now? The relief I feel as I see their faces on the bunker’s giant video screen is like nothing I’ve ever felt.
They’re alive.
Better yet, they’re only a few hours away.
Making it back to Earth from The Beacon space station was the biggest challenge of my life.
Even with the desolation I saw from the sky, making it from here in Virginia to their bunker’s location near Colorado Springs feels like small beans compared to what I’ve already done.
Seeing Joe and Eva’s smiling faces has made everything I did on the station feel worth it.
Now that I’ve passed on what I found up there to President Williams and the rest of our bunker’s management, my focus has changed. Seeing my family on video is one thing, but I didn’t come this far to stop here.
I’ll walk to Colorado if it comes to that. I’ll walk through hellfire and brimstone to reach them.
When I tell them to shelter where they are and vow that I’ll get there, Eva’s expression changes.
“What does it look like out there?” she asks.
I hesitate.
Joe is only seven. The level of apocalyptic destruction outside our respective bunkers is too much for my mind to fully understand, let alone his.
Eva is always smart and protective about the kinds of things he’s exposed to, so the fact she’s asking me this point-blank, while he’s within earshot, says a lot.
Everything has changed.
They’ve been in their bunker for three nights and the cold reality is that almost everyone outside is already dead. We’re the lucky few who are safe for now. No amount of sugar-coating and no number of euphemisms can change any of that, and it seems like Eva is long past the stage of downplaying our situation.
“You guys are in the best place you could possibly be,” I say, still hesitant to be too blunt about just how bad the outside world looked during my descent.
I’ve seen some satellite images, too, so I know the lifeless desolation isn’t localized.
“Where are you?” Joe chimes in. “How come you didn’t come to the same bunker as us?”
“I’m coming to your bunker,” I tell him. “I promise, Joe. I’m coming. I don’t think you should tell too many people too much until I know exactly what’s happening, but I’ll get there.”
“Did you get my texts?” Eva asks.
I nod. I owe her an explanation on why I set my Escape Pod’s course for here rather than the bunker her messages pointed me towards, but it’s going to be too much for Joe to get his head around.
She turns to Joe, looking away from the screen that has to be showing them my face — tired and bruised — just like mine is showing me theirs. Joe looks like he’s been sleeping pretty well, but Eva understandably doesn’t.
“Do you want to go back out to play with Carla and Grant?” she asks him. “You can show Dad your puzzle once it’s finished.”
“It’s a spaceman,” he beams at me. “Like you!”
As precarious as everything is, it’s impossible not to smile back.
Joe is such a good kid. I’ve been with Eva since before he can remember and I’m the only father figure he’s ever known. He started out calling me Ray, following her lead, but by the time he was five he switched to “Dad” and never went back. There’s never been anyone else in the picture and Eva followed his lead with the change.
Eva is alive because she was on the evacuation list with the other four thousand or so people in the Colorado bunker. Her research work and international reputation as a child psychologist got her on that list. She had no qualms about Joe thinking of me as his dad, and I definitely didn’t, either.
There are going to be doctors, engineers, botanists, and people from countless other important occupations in each bunker, all carefully chosen to give humanity the best chance of rebuilding society after a massive disaster.
The elephant in the room right now is that none of that is going to matter unless the people in charge find a way to stop the much bigger disaster that’s set to hit us in another three and a half days.
Three and a half days.
Yup.
We’re currently midway between the initiation of Ignacio Zola’s demonic plan and the denouement of a so-called “motherlode detonation” that will destroy all remaining human life on Earth — even in our bunkers.
Zola’s “preliminary detonation” has already wiped out almost everyone, and I know how much more force his team is going to unleash when they tap into the rich theocite deposits they need to fuel their chosen few’s years-long journey to the newly discovered world of Bayzen 108b.
“I can’t wait to see the puzzle when you’re done with it,” I tell Joe, following Eva’s subtle eyebrow gesture to encourage him to give us some privacy.
I’m guessing that Carla and Grant are two friends he’s made in the bunker, or maybe a friend and their parent. Either way, he’s pretty keen to get back to them once the idea is out there.
“We could race!” he says with a wide-eyed smiled. “I’ll try to finish the puzzle before you get here and you can try to get here before I finish the puzzle. Deal?”
I look to Eva for guidance and follow her slight nod. “Let’s do it,” I say. “But no cheating! I want you to do every single piece yourself.”
“Every piece? But there’s five hundred of them!” he playfully protests.
“I guess you’d better get started, then,” I wink.
Eva holds up a finger and takes him to the doorway of whatever kind of room they’re in. All I see is the concrete backdrop.
I hear her calling for Carla — who must be Grant’s mom, after all — and then speaking a few more words at lower volume. She’s back within fifteen or twenty seconds.
When she comes back, her expression is totally different. I’m sure mine is, too, now that the initial relief of seeing each other alive has worn off and now that we’re not trying to soften anything for Joe’s benefit.
“So what happened?” she asks. “All they’ve told us here is that you’re the only survivor from The Beacon, that Zola did this, and that you found proof he’s planning an even bigger attack in a few days. I don’t think we’re in contact with any other bunkers.”
“Three and a half days,” I clarify. “And yeah, everyone else died. I brought proof of everything I saw and the people here have been working through it in the six or seven hours since I got down. I’m sure I’ll find out a lot more as soon as I talk to them, but what counts most is that they know what Zola has planned and where it’s going to happen. President Williams is here and the vibe I get from him is that we can do this. We can stop this.”
“They can stop this,” Eva says. “Ray, you’ve done enough. You’ve given them everything. We need to be together. You were on the list for this bunker, so they would let you in even if you weren’t a hero for doing what you’ve already done.”
“Oh, I’m coming,” I say. “Believe me: I’m on the first ride out of here and I’ll make sure I get one soon. My work here is done. My work here was getting the warning down from space and into the hands of the people who needed to see it. That’s why I landed here instead of there. I knew for sure there was a bunker at this location and this place was a designated continuity of government site even before all the massive secret expansion work started. Who’s in charge of the Colorado bunker, anyway? We have President Williams, obviously, and he seems personally grateful for what I did. I think he’ll give me all the help I need to get there as soon as I can. Who’s running Colorado?”
All of a sudden, Eva looks confused. “You don’t know about the ERF?”
“ERF?” I echo.
“Earth Resilience Forum,” she explains. “You really didn’t see the logos and banners?”
As soon as she says this, the ERF badge on the huge screen I’m looking at has new context. I figured it was the manufacturer, but apparently it signals the organization responsible for the bunker program.
“I guess I wasn’t paying much attention to that stuff,” I admit. “So is the ERF a branch of the government? Military?”
“It’s international, Ray. Supranational, really. There are bunkers in two dozen allied countries. There’s an ERF-appointed leader in each bunker. Ours is great — she was high up at NASA and has a good way of keeping people calm. Your leader is probably Williams, since he’s there. This is a Tier Two bunker, with lower capacity than yours, and from what I’ve heard I think we have supplies for less time.”
I nod. The ERF setup sounds good to me, with a collaborative program on this scale being much better than a haphazard bunch of national efforts would have been.
A lower level of supplies in Colorado is no real concern, either, since that’s not going to matter. It’s not like we’re all in our bunkers trying to wait out a nuclear winter or anything like that. The air is breathable and we could all return to the surface today — if it wasn’t for the extinction-level event we have to stop first.
I saw the maps on Zola’s computer. I know that we either stop the motherlode detonation before time runs out, or we won’t survive long enough to worry about supplies.
A triple knock on the door behind me takes my attention.
I turn around just as it opens. It’s President Williams.
“Sorry to interrupt,” he says, stepping inside, “but I have a room full of people who really need to talk to you, Ray. It shouldn’t take too long. If you don’t mind, you can certainly call again later. We are on a very urgent timescale here, as I’m sure you both understand.”
“Go,” Eva gently encourages me. “We’ll be right here, Ray.”
“And I will, too,” I promise. “As soon as I can, I’ll be there.”
Williams pats me on the back and faces the screen. “There’s no quit in this man,” he says. “We’re going to stop Zola’s plan and Ray is going to reach you. We just need to talk through a few things to make sure we can meet the first of those objectives, then we’ll offer whatever assistance we can in helping Ray do the second.”
“Thank you,” Eva says.
Williams nods and taps my shoulder again, then heads to the door to give us a moment.
“I have some friends in pretty high places,” I shrug with a mock nonchalance. “No biggie.”
Eva laughs. Oh how I’ve missed that sound. “Okay, Mr. Big Shot, get out there and tell them what they need to know,” she says.
“I will,” I say. “And then I’ll be there. With God as my witness, I’ll be there.”
“I know,” she replies, “and we’ll be waiting. I love you, Ray.”
“I love you, too,” I say. “But hey… maybe don’t let Joe sit at that spaceman puzzle for too long, in case all my talking here takes the rest of the day. I don’t want him to be done before I get there. He might start worrying if I lose the race.”
Eva blows air from her lips, chuckling again, and shakes her head. “He’s seven and he’s not allowed any help? Come on, Ray, you’ve got the president on your side!”
“Hmmm… touché.”
“See you soon,” she says.
“See you soon,” I reply.
I turn to the door. Humanity’s real race against time is a lot more serious than little Joe’s race to finish the spaceman puzzle, but it’s a nice distraction for him.
Seeing him and Eva was a huge morale boost for me, too, but I know the real work starts now.
We have an unprecedented and unsurvivable disaster to prevent, and I don’t have the slightest clue how we’re going to do it. That’s without even considering that Zola is alive on The Beacon and that his cronies who tried to kill me know I made it out alive.
We’re not just up against whatever kind of explosives are planted in the ocean… we’re up against the ruthless monsters who put them there.
But I didn’t come this far to lose.
Whatever it takes, we’re going to do it. I’m going to tell Williams and the others everything I know so they can do their part and stop Zola’s motherlode detonation.
I’ve made it this far on my own, but I’m not alone anymore. And as soon as I’ve filled them in, I’ll take whatever help they offer to go the rest of the way to my family in Colorado.
I open the door and see President Williams right outside, eagerly waiting for me.
“We can do this, Ray,” he says, more reassuring than defiant.
I hold his eyes and nod. “Whatever it takes.”
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You don’t know what real silence feels like until you’re surrounded by it.
I learned that on the station, once the alarm stopped blaring and there was nothing to hear except my own runaway heartbeat.
There are a lot of words we use in situations that don’t merit them. We say we’re in agony, we say a room is silent, we say a situation is desperate.
I’ve learned the real meaning of all of those words in the past few days.
As I step forward with President Williams, heading for what I guess is going to be a meeting room for the bunker’s leadership, I feel like I’m learning the true meaning of commotion.
It’s funny… I don’t think any two situations could be more diametrically opposed. Yesterday I was the last man standing on an orbital research station. Today I’m one of 8,000 people packed in a bunker beneath Earth’s surface.
“It’s not far,” Williams tells me after just a few steps.
We’re walking through the main Assembly Hall where I addressed the crowd after my arrival. The Hall is huge — and huge is another word I’m using very literally in this case — with the meeting room seemingly lying all the way on the other side from the video room I just left.
Our initial steps are slow as we navigate a large crowd of well-wishers.
When I first stepped onto the speaking platform with Williams, everyone looked pretty dejected. In the hours between my arrival and my public appearance, they had all heard about the impending disaster I came here to warn them about.
My words, as well as Williams’, turned dejection into defiance. People were cheering by the time I hurried towards the video room. Now that I’m back out among them, I’m being treated to what I can only describe as a hero’s welcome.
The mood has shifted, with everyone who’s still in the Hall now believing they have a chance of long-term survival and thankful that I risked my life to make sure they would.
Most of the crowd has dissipated, probably back to whatever kind of living areas they have down here.
I know that means there’s an element of selection bias at play, since the more upbeat people are the only ones left, but that’s no bad thing.
Right now I’m just hoping the rest of the decision-makers I’m about to meet are as bullish about our chances as Williams and our throng of well-wishers.
A few loud calls rise above the general hubbub. I hear someone ask how confident I am, but Williams jumps in with an answer to save me the trouble:
“Like Ray said earlier, together we are strong,” he booms without slowing his feet. “If we work together, we win together.”
That earns further cheers.
Williams has been nowhere near as polarizing as some other presidents. But by default, he’s still always been pretty unpopular with half of the country. I’m relieved that none of that seems to matter down here.
Nothing resets your perspective like a crisis, I suppose.
I imagine anyone looking at this scene from the outside might think some of the crowd’s positivity is forced. Performative, even.
But as I stand in the thick of it, I don’t think so. The people I saw applauding loudly from the platform were staring straight at me with expressions of resolve and determination, like the kind you normally only see on a cage-fighter before the first bell rings.
Context is everything.
These people have been down here for three nights, with limited knowledge — at best — of what had happened above their heads.
They all saw the start of the chaos before the evacuations began, though. After that, even the most optimistic among them have to know the old world is gone.
The news I brought down in the Escape Pod was the worst news anyone here has ever heard. There are no two ways about that. But it brought clarity and it brought a next step. This bunker is filled with brilliant people and we’re now united in a common goal.
Just like I found on the station, sometimes it feels better to be confronted with a huge problem when you have a narrow route forward than it does to face something less harrowing with no obvious way of tackling it.
I don’t know what exact steps we’re going to take to ultimately prevent the motherlode detonation. What I do know is that Williams has already spoken about a drone-based scouting mission to the ZolaCore mining site I found on the map.
Seeing exactly what we’re up against will be a good start. The firmness in his voice when he talked about nothing being off the table is a good sign, too. It tells me that the gloves are already off.
We know ZolaCore’s HQ is in New Zealand. It feels reasonable to hope that Australia is going to be one of the allied countries Williams spoke about having their own bunkers, even if New Zealand isn’t. That, in turn, hopefully means we could coordinate a reconnaissance mission there, too. We could maybe even engage them more directly, if it comes down to that.
Part of the ZolaCore plan is to evacuate their corporate bunker complex before the motherlode detonation hits. If we can find their base and destroy their launch capability, I feel like we would be forcing them to call off the detonation.
And if I’m thinking this, the strategists and decision-makers I’m about to meet are surely going to be mulling over the idea, too. It makes sense.
“We’ll have more news to share very soon,” Williams loudly tells the crowd, addressing them in general after answering a few questions as we’ve been walking across the vast room.
Room doesn’t really feel like the right word, though. This Assembly Hall seems like it’s almost an entire level of the bunker.
One of the few doors I’ve seen in here is very clearly the one we’re aiming for. It doesn’t take any words from Williams to confirm this. There are only two doors on the wall we’re approaching, and only one of them has two very large men standing in front of it.
These aren’t the two guys who brought me in from the Escape Pod. Those guys were with Williams, whether they were Secret Service or personal bodyguards.
The ERF logo on the sharp silver uniforms these guards are wearing, on the other hand, clearly identifies them as working for the Earth Resilience Forum.
The men step forward as we approach, walking beyond us to create a buffer and hold the crowd back from the door.
“That’s close enough,” one of the burly guards yells. “Step back!”
Williams stops and takes a few steps back towards the guard. “I don’t think we have anything to worry about with—”
“Step back,” he yells again, this time with even more force.
Even though the guy keeps facing the crowd, I feel like this second roar is meant for Williams as much as anyone else.
The way Williams takes a deep breath and stares angrily at the back of the guy’s head tells me he’s thinking the same thing.
President Williams shakes his head very slightly — just enough for me to notice — then turns again and continues towards the door.
As he tips his head to encourage me inside, a question swirls in my mind for the first time:
Who’s in charge here?
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As soon as I step through the door, I know this is more than a meeting room.
President Williams mentioned taking me to Core Command and that’s where I am. I’m in the bunker’s war room.
The first thing I see is an enormous digital countdown. It’s on a narrow horizontal screen that makes me think of a stock exchange ticker, except stationary. The numbers leave me in no doubt of what’s it’s counting down to:
82:10:17.
Okay. I’ve had “three and half days” in my mind as a general idea, and even though this is almost two hours on the wrong side of that working estimate, it’s good to have an exact timeline.
Humanity has 82 hours until the motherlode detonation.
We’ll ignore the 10 minutes, because if it comes down to the wire to that extent, I wouldn’t fancy our chances. I think we’re going to work fast — striking hard and decisively once we know exactly where we’re aiming for and what kind of precautions we have to take.
When my eyes lower from the countdown, I see all kinds of digital projections on the wall I’m facing.
I think they’re projections, at least. It’s either that or the entire wall is an ultra high-definition screen, and I suppose there’s not a lot of tangible difference either way.
Next I see the long black table that utterly dominates the room’s floor space. It has six seats at each side and one at each head. All but two are occupied.
A tall man in a silver ERF blazer stands up from the far end of the table, where he’s been sitting at the head.
“Ray Barclay,” he says, walking towards me with a hand outstretched. “I understand you’ve had quite the ordeal.”
“That’s one way of putting it,” I say. I try to size him up as we shake hands, but I don’t have much to go on. He’s American, looks to be in his sixties, and doesn’t look like he’s slept in any of the three nights since this bunker opened its doors to the lucky evacuees.
He has what I’d call a military jawline and a politician’s haircut, which doesn’t help me to narrow down his background.
“Clarence Major,” he goes on. “I’m the Senior Coordinator of this bunker and I’d like to thank you for what you’ve done so far. Various people have been poring through the evidence you’ve brought down and we’ve learned a lot already. I understand Noah has briefed you on certain elements of what we’re doing here, but we’d all very much like to seek your input on our next moves.”
Noah?
As I look around the table, I see high-ranking personnel wearing various uniforms that mean a lot more to me than Major’s ever will. For him to refer to Williams like that in their presence is no accident and it’s not incidental.
“President Williams has been very welcoming,” I reply. I hold Major’s eyes as firmly as I can when I say this. Just like in his, there’s weight in my words.
I see Major’s expression crack slightly. Even face-to-face the signs are very slight, so I know his guard is up.
All of a sudden, mine is, too.
I feel like Major really wants to say something but is thinking better of it.
The reaction of the crowd outside told me a lot about President Williams and how he’s viewed here. But after just a few seconds in this room I’m getting an uncomfortable sense that he isn’t ultimately going to be the one calling the shots.
The behavior of the ERF-uniformed guards outside first planted that seed, and Major’s insolence has just boldly underlined it.
My mind could be getting ahead of itself, but I’m even starting to wonder if we’re technically in the United States at all. This place could be like an embassy, or really more like the UN building in New York — physically within the boundaries of the country, but not legally or operationally part of it.
“Let’s get to it, shall we?” Williams chimes in from behind me. He takes the chair at the head of the table opposite Major’s.
That leaves a seat for me next to the youngest person in the room, a scrawny man who can’t be more than 22 or 23. He has a laptop open in front of him and also seems to be working on another computer system that’s built into the table itself.
As someone who has spent time on The Beacon, I shouldn’t be surprised by the technology levels in here. It is all very cutting edge, though, and I have a sense that I haven’t seen anything yet.
Major takes his own seat without another word.
There’s an unmissably frosty atmosphere that I might not be helping, but we’re all on the same team here. This is no time for egos or rank-pulling.
Major double-taps the area of the table in front of him, turning it into a control screen. He swipes through a few options I can’t see from here then settles on an image I can make out. It’s the all-important spreadsheet from Zola’s computer that shows the operational timeline for his whole demonic plan.
“You might very well have saved the world by getting this information in front of us when you did,” Major says. “Everyone here appreciates your efforts more than we could ever vocalize, Ray. I want you to know that.”
I’m slightly taken aback by this unexpected recognition following our uncomfortable introduction, but I take it as a reminder not to jump to conclusions. Maybe Major and Williams don’t like each other on a personal level, but maybe I’ve read too much into the way Major referred to him.
Maybe I’m more sensitive to things like that than most people — who knows?
I don’t even know if it bothered Williams, who has a poker face to beat anyone’s.
“Thanks,” I say.
“Shaun, can you get this on the wall for us, please?” Major goes on, addressing the young guy next to me.
He again sounds a lot more personable than I would have expected a minute ago, even extending a please to someone who is very clearly subordinate.
Within seconds, the spreadsheet fills the wall.
“At the moment, we’re here,” Major says. He holds his finger on the table and drags a cursor to the area of the spreadsheet between Preliminary Excavation and Planetary Evacuation. “As you can see, it appears that ZolaCore personnel have already begun extracting theocite from Site A in the North Pacific. That process may be complete, or it may be ongoing. Either way, you can also see that their next move is a Planetary Evacuation. That is scheduled for 12 hours before the Motherlode Detonation. We’re going to follow a two-pronged approach, Ray. The first prong is investigating Site B, where the final detonation is set to occur, and the second prong is to do whatever we can to ensure their evacuation doesn’t take place. They’re not going to destroy the world if they can’t get off it.”
“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I reply. I lean back in my chair, feeling a double sense of relief that Major is already thinking along these lines and more generally that he seems competent and focused.
If the job gets done, I don’t really care who’s in charge.
“Ray and I spoke briefly about engaging ZolaCore personnel in New Zealand,” President Williams chimes in. He’s addressing Major and sounds just as focused. If there is any real animosity between these two, I think my mind was over-egging it.
Major nods several times. “Good. Well, Ray, you have a feel for things in a way none of us can, because you were there when it all started. You spoke directly with the ZolaCore agents who tried to trick you and you saw Zola’s suspended animation capsule with your own eyes. I think there’s a lot you can help us with, but first we have to fill you in on some things.”
“Please do,” I say.
Major flicks through a few images before settling on a shot of the station’s Canteen from my body-cam.
“Okay,” he says, clearing his throat. “You found this man, Oliver Grainger, and you correctly identified him as the man who killed your colleagues on The Beacon. You got most other things right, too. The analysts who have teamed up to look into two days’ worth of your movements within the past few hours are unanimous in their praise for how much you managed to piece together.”
“What did I get wrong?” I ask.
Major waves his hand. “Really not a lot. Some of the initial timeline, regarding exactly when Grainger initiated the plot. You maybe read too much into the, uh…”
“The timing of the chess games,” young Shaun says from the seat next to me. “The notes from our analysts say that those games didn’t always run on an exact eight-hour schedule, and also that you didn’t account for terrestrial time zone differences when you saw timestamps on certain news reports from Earth. You had everything accurate to within around four hours and the difference didn’t end up being consequential, Mr. Barclay. But for accuracy’s sake, that’s a small discrepancy we identified.”
“Good to know. Thanks, Shaun,” I say. And I mean it. “But you can just call me Ray.”
Sure, the correction on my own working timeline doesn’t actually change anything. But in a situation like this, just like in my own research work, pedantry is a welcome ally.
When people are paying this much attention to minor details, it gives me a good feeling they’ll get the big things right.
“Yes, thank you, Shaun,” Major says. “So as I was saying… you pieced a lot together, Ray. From some comments you made over the radio to the ZolaCore agents, it also seems like you’ve been operating under the assumption that Earth was hit by a sudden and massive EMP attack that took out our communications systems.”
“So it wasn’t?” I ask. Now this would be good news.
Major tips his head towards Williams, encouraging him to field this one.
“We’re well and truly through the looking glass here, Ray,” the president says. “None of the usual tools our intelligence agencies depend upon are available to us. We’re effectively operating in the dark and we’re largely dependent on the few flashlights you’ve brought our way. I’ve seen satellite images from The Beacon’s black box that indicate the electrical grid wasn’t hit in a blanket attack. The areas around our bunkers were specifically targeted first, followed by the areas around key power plants, broadcasting centers and other critical infrastructure.”
“It’s similar to how the key areas of your station were hit first,” Major chimes in. “Your Commanders were killed first because they were the people in a position to raise the alarm. The areas around our bunkers were hit by targeted pulses because our enemies knew that these bunkers are the only places from where the final stage of their plan could be stopped. Fortunately we’re still in contact with most of our bunkers, which were designed and shielded with this kind of thing in mind. Operational restrictions meant that some were reliant on external equipment which was all but fried. That doesn’t mean the inhabitants are lost, just that we can’t communicate with them.”
“And this all happened shortly before the preliminary detonation,” Williams adds. “We have no idea what kind of underground weaponry they used to bring about the seemingly natural disasters that sowed chaos even before the communications wipeout, in the ’Fog of War’ stage of their plan. All we know is that Zola went miles out of his way to make this look like the work of an eco-terrorist cell. That’s why we’re confident his chosen evacuees in New Zealand don’t know he’s responsible for the disasters they’re fleeing, and that’s why we will seek to engage them with information before relying on riskier methods.”
Major nods decisively. “He’s right. Once we find their bunker, we can truth-bomb it with broadcast footage. If we dive right in with any other kind of bombing, we would needlessly risk retaliation or even the possibility of ZolaCore officials expediting their timeline.”
Okay. I’ve just heard a lot of things that all make sense, but one core part is jumping out in the worst way.
I focus on Major. “You said when they fried our communications infrastructure, they targeted the areas around our bunkers first. Right?”
“Correct.”
I gulp. “Which means…”
“Which means they knew where our bunkers were,” he concedes, upturning his palms. “And, yes: that in turn speaks to a high-level infiltration of the ERF program. This bunker is clear, Ray, and everyone in here will vouch for that. But I don’t know who else we can trust. The video call to Colorado was an exception we made for you, because we absolutely need you and I think you’ve earned the right to talk to your family. Aside from that, we’re no longer communicating with anyone we don’t have to.”
“So the other bunkers don’t know I’m here? They don’t even know what’s coming if we don’t stop it?”
“No,” Major replies. “This bunker is the heart of the ERF program and the survival of our population is the organization’s top priority, not just mine. We’ve also disabled communication between Colorado and the other bunkers. At this stage, no one else can know everything.”
I turn to Williams. “And you’re on board with that, too?”
He nods. “The stakes are too high to take the risk, Ray. We’re on our own.”





4

I hardly even know what to say.
I came into the war room thinking the big advantage of a body like the ERF would be the level of coordination it could bring.
But now?
Now it seems like there might as well only be two bunkers. Maybe I should be grateful that they let me talk to Eva and Joe at all, but I have way too many questions to dwell on that.
I turn to President Williams. “You told me we have fourteen bunkers and that our allies have three times as many. There are 8,000 people here and 4,000 in Colorado. Correct?”
“Correct,” he replies.
Major chimes in next: “At full capacity, the 64 bunkers under ERF control can house 320,000 evacuees. I’m sure you have an idea of the criteria for selection. We have the most extensive geographical spread that political realities would allow. Ours is a Western-led organization, no mistake, but we have bunkers on all continents and in 28 countries.”
“But surely we can keep communicating with the other American bunkers?” I say. “The Canadians, the Brits, the Australians… these aren’t going to be the places you’re most worried about infiltration, are they?”
Neither of them field my question right away.
“Major?” I push.
He shakes his head. “They’re not the places we’re most worried about, no. But to be frank, I’m worried about everywhere. All it takes is one person, Ray. Sure, The Beacon isn’t a perfect analogy since that was a ZolaCore inside job, but look at how much damage one infiltrator did up there. If there’s a mole in any of our bunkers, they cannot learn how much we know. They cannot know what we’re planning to do, or even that we’re planning to do anything at all.”
“But isn’t part of the plan to truth-bomb the ZolaCore bunker in New Zealand so everyone there knows what’s happened? How does that fit with not wanting anyone from ZolaCore to find out anything about what we know? And besides, they already know I’m here and how much I learned before I left The Beacon.”
“I know that only too well,” Major sighs. “That’s why I wish there’d been some other way for you to deliver the warning.”
“I tried everything!” I snap. “I was broadcasting but no one picked up. How is that my fault?”
“There’s no suggestion of fault on any of that, Ray. I’m just saying: I know they know you’re here. But they don’t know what we’re going to do, and our best chance of keeping it that way is to keep our plans within these walls until it comes time to put them into action. Engaging their personnel in New Zealand wouldn’t be without risk, and hopefully our undersea drone reconnaissance to Site B will give us enough information for a mission to disarm any pre-planted explosives, or to form a blockade against any that aren’t yet planted. There is a logical flow to what we want to do.”
I look around the room. Besides young Shaun and the leaders at either head of the table, no one else has said anything. Their presence at meetings like this would be a total waste of time if they’re always this quiet, so I figure this is an exceptional case.
“Is everyone on board with this secrecy?” I ask, looking around.
I get a few decisive nods and a few more hesitant ones. If anyone does disagree — and these are eminent, decorated individuals — they’re keeping it to themselves.
I let the implications of their silence rattle around my mind. I suppose the worst charge I could throw at them is that they’re being selfish, but I don’t really know about that. In a situation like this, self-preservation is going to be everyone’s main driver.
Okay, unless they’re separated from their family like I am. But it’s still true for the most part. Self-preservation is going to be everyone else’s main driver.
If the motherlode detonation goes ahead, all of these people are going to be dead. Their immediate families are going to be down here with them, too, just like Joe and I were on the list with Eva in Colorado. That means they’re not just staking their own lives on discretion being our bunker’s best course of action.
They clearly have a hell of a lot of faith in what we can achieve on our own, which makes me think Williams was talking honestly when he told me this place is — heavy emphasis — very well stocked.
I gathered that he wasn’t only talking about food and other everyday supplies. This bunker is double the capacity of Colorado’s and it’s the one our country’s president was evacuated to, so it stands to reason it’s the ERF’s flagship facility.
Our relative proximity to the ZolaCore mining zone off the Atlantic seaboard, which Major keeps calling Site B, is another reason to think that if one bunker could go it alone, it surely would be this one.
“I have one duty, Ray,” Major says, picking up from the silence that met my question, “and that is ensuring the survival of everyone within this bunker. You weren’t on the list, but you’ve more than earned a spot. I just need you to understand that every decision I make is going to be taken with my core duty in mind.”
Something about the way he says this doesn’t sit right. I can’t really pick fault with the words… there’s just something in the tone.
I turn to President Williams, who suddenly looks more than a little uncomfortable. Looking at him while all of these thoughts are circling brings back to mind something he said earlier, while we were on the way to the Assembly Hall from way downstairs.
“I understand you have a contingency plan to get some people off Earth if you can’t prevent the blasts?” I say to Major.
Barely perceptibly, his nose wrinkles. “Where would you get an idea like that?” he asks me, firing a very perceptibly cold look across the table to Williams as he speaks.
“President Williams might have mentioned it,” I reply.
“Well, perhaps President Williams should show more discretion in what he mentions to people who shouldn’t even be here,” Major hisses, unchecked emotion seeping through his words for the first time.
Also for the first time, I see clear reactions to these comments from the others around our large table. There are a lot of unsure looks and even some muttering between people seated next to each other, but Williams and Major are seemingly too busy staring at each other to notice any of it.
“Major,” I say, taking his attention with the firm utterance. “How many people can you evacuate and when would you make that call?”
As his harsh gaze leaves Williams and lands on me, Major’s expression is no longer disguised. “With respect, Mr. Barclay, you’re the last person I’m going to talk to about any of that. Our interests align for the moment, but your loyalties lie elsewhere.”
In truth, he’s not wrong.
Major’s duty is making sure the people in this bunker are still alive in 82 hours. My driving goal is to reunite with Joe and Eva, but my bigger duty to them is to make sure there’s still a world for them to live in when this is all said and done.
That last part has to be true for Major, too, though, because he wouldn’t achieve much by getting some people off Earth if Earth is destroyed right after they leave. What would be the point?
There’s nowhere else for them to go.
With that in mind, I don’t think he has any real intent to evacuate anyone. Aside from the logistics — and I have a thousand questions about that — there’s just no logic to it.
The very idea has exposed a division between us, though, and I won’t quickly forget what he just said.
“Forgive me,” Major continues after a few seconds. He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. “I’m very protective of our bunker’s inhabitants, Ray, and I make no apologies for that. I do apologize for anything you might have inferred from my comment a moment ago. We’re on the same side, we’re facing the same enemy, and we have the same goal of saving this planet and every person in every one of our bunkers.”
It’s a classic narcissist’s non-apology, being sorry for anything I might have inferred rather than everything he clearly insinuated, but at least he’s made some show of walking it back.
“No hard feelings,” I say with a shrug.
And there are no hard feelings, really. But if my guard wasn’t up before, it sure as hell is now.
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“Where are we on the scouting missions?” Major asks Shaun, the increasingly uneasy-looking young analyst in the chair next to mine.
Shaun navigates through various menus and information screens on his laptop, looking away from the table-based screen for now. “The aquatic drones are ready to launch to Site B whenever you authorize their departure, sir. The Australians are willing to send out aerial drones to New Zealand, but they need a more specific target than we can give them right now.”
“What about the other reconnaissance mission?” Major pushes. “Do Lindell and Hargreaves know what we need from them, or whether it would be viable for Driver to operate the body while he operates the visuals?”
“They haven’t given me anything on that yet,” Shaun says. He gulps as he says it, as though fearful from experience of what happens when he can’t give Major everything he wants.
Even the kid’s phrasing is pretty telling — not “I don’t have anything” but “they haven’t given me anything.” It really seems like Major is a guy whose bad side people don’t want to be on.
From the look he gave me and the way he snapped when I said something he didn’t like, I can’t blame them. A few days ago, a guy like Major probably would have put the frighteners on me, too.
But now that I’ve come face to face with evil incarnate in the form of Ignacio Zola, and now that I’ve survived not only a death-filled space station but a death-defying descent back to Earth, no man can shake me.
I don’t say that to sound tough or like nothing can faze me.
I’m painfully fearful right now, of how precarious Joe and Eva’s lives are as the clock above this table ticks down towards disaster, for one thing.
I’m also more than a little fazed by Major, albeit more so in the direction of anger than fear.
“What’s the other reconnaissance mission?” I ask, turning instinctively to President Williams. “I know Lindell from twenty years ago. Where does he fit into this?”
I don’t know Driver or Hargreaves, but the talk of operating a body and visuals has my mind whirring as to what kind of mission they’re talking about here.
“We can’t disclose that right now,” Major butts in. He stares deeply into my eyes, as if trying to really underline how keen he is to keep me out of the loop.
“Why am I even here?” I snap. I push my chair backwards as I stand up. “What’s the point of—”
“Ray,” President Williams interjects, holding out a hand to encourage me to sit back down.
“No!” I blast in his direction. “You told me they wanted to ask questions, like we were going to work together. All he’s doing is telling me how much I don’t belong here.”
“I didn’t say that,” Major says, fighting a grin that tells me he’s anything but sorry to have gotten under my skin.
I push my chair under the table and stand behind it. “You know what? Fine. I’ve told you everything I know and I’ve given you the black box that can tell you a lot more than I ever could. If you want to keep me in the dark on the next move, I’m not going to waste my time fighting you. You said yourself that I wasn’t on the list for the bunker, so I’m not your responsibility.”
Major has to know where I’m going with this, but he doesn’t say anything yet.
“If you’re talking about getting people off Earth, there’s obviously some kind of evacuation craft down here,” I go on. “That means we’re going to have some regular planes, too, so just give me a pilot and let me be where I’m supposed to be. Or if they have any planes in Colorado, call one of theirs to come and get me.”
“Come on, Ray, sit down,” Williams pleads.
I shake my head, looking only at Major.
“You can stand,” Major shrugs. “You can sit, you can stand, hell… you can storm out of that door and slam it behind you. But you’re not getting any further than that, Ray. This bunker is sealed until I say so — no one gets in and no one gets out.”
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“What?” I blurt out, stunned by what he’s telling me.
“You heard,” Major shoots back. “No one gets in or out — including you.”
I turn to Williams for support but find nothing but a forlorn look.
I’m way past having to wonder who’s ultimately in charge down here, and right now I’m realizing it does make a difference after all.
A huge difference, in the worst way.
“I’ve tried to be reasonable, Ray,” Major goes on, “but let me just lay it all out. Your family is in Colorado and you’re here. Until I deem it safe for anyone to leave this bunker, that’s how it’s going to stay. There is one very tangible way your experience can increase our chances of stopping the second detonation, so if you can put your selfishness aside we can start work on that as soon as I hear more from the people who are laying the foundations.”
“Selfishness?” I roar. That’s just too much. “Selfishness? You can say you know what I went through up there — and this goes for all of you — and you can say you appreciate it. But you have no idea. No idea! I’m not here for a pat on the back but I’m not here for a slap in the face, either. I’m the reason any of you have any chance of still being alive in 82 hours and the least you can do is let me be with my family. If you really need me to help with something, okay: I’ll stay and do whatever I can. If you bring them here.”
Major shakes his head instantly at this last request. “Out of the question. There would be unrest in Colorado if some people leave to our primary bunker. It can’t happen. But you can help us, Ray. How about a deal: if you give me full-hearted effort to cooperate on something for 24 hours, you can leave whether it works or not.”
“Cooperate on what?” I ask.
Once again, he stubbornly shakes his head. “I can’t tell you until I have the details from the people you’d be working with.”
I look to Williams and see an exasperated look. “Give me an hour in here, Ray,” he sighs, sounding apologetic. If my mind was being over-analytical I might think they’re playing some kind of good-cop bad-cop tactic on me here, but I’m more inclined to think Major is just an impersonable asshole while Williams has a few more shreds of decency in his being.
I stand dumbly. What choice do I have?
The level of goodwill I felt in the Assembly Hall might be enough to force a mutiny if I went out there and told everyone Major is holding me against my will, but I don’t want to destabilize everything when it seems like the personnel and technology inside this bunker are humanity’s last hope of stopping the motherlode detonation.
Sure, that could increase my chances of getting out of the bunker and reaching Colorado to reunite with Joe and Eva. But the instability of a power struggle could only decrease the chance of them living beyond the next 82 hours.
Major was wrong in his accusation, but forcing a mutiny really would be selfish.
I take a deep breath and think better of it.
“One hour,” I say, looking at Williams and then Major.
I’ll give Williams his hour, whether he wants to use it to soften up Major or just to wait for the information Major has decided I can’t have until more details come through.
I walk to the door with a burning rage inside of me, feeling trapped in a way I thought would be relegated to my past as soon as I made it off The Beacon.
“Things will work out,” Major calls after me.
I leave the room without turning around. I don’t know where I’m going, but it’s out of here for now.
Working with Major in any way is a bitter pill to swallow, and the only reason it’s remotely palatable is that I really will do whatever it takes to save Joe and Eva from Zola’s evil plot.
Something tells me his promise of letting me leave in 24 hours isn’t worth a dime, though.
If there really is a way my specific experience and skillset can help, I’ll work with his chosen team on any mission that has a chance of improving humanity’s situation. Any reasonable man would.
But if 24 hours comes and goes and Clarence Major is still standing in my way, however the undisclosed mission plays out?
Well… I can’t promise I’ll still be a reasonable man.
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The two burly ERF security guards are still standing outside the war room when I leave, but there aren’t many other people around.
The crowd has almost totally dispersed. Somehow, this makes the scale of the cavernous Assembly Hall even more apparent than when it was filled to bursting point.
Neither of the guards acknowledge me as I walk by them. They don’t seem like the type of guys I want to ask where I can find some food or where I might find some kind of map showing where everything is.
I don’t like anything that happened towards the end of my time with Major and I didn’t like much before then, either. But if helping with a mission for 24 hours can be my ticket out of here and increase our chance of stopping the detonation, I can put personalities to one side.
The thing I like least of all is how evasive he got about certain things, because for me it feels like we’re either all on the same team or we’re not. Leaving me in the dark and working on a need-to-know basis is no way to go when we have so little time.
Even the one hour President Williams requested to get more information and smooth things over is well over 1% of the time we have left until the motherlode detonation.
It’s good that a lot of stuff is going on behind the scenes, at least, with different analysts simultaneously looking at the evidence I brought down.
I just don’t get why I can’t know what kind of mission they think I can help with. If I did, I could be using this hour to prepare or at least gear up for it.
With hardly anyone else around, I don’t even know where I’m going to go or what I’m going to do while Williams is making some kind of case in there.
My gut tells me I can trust him to do right by me, after the way he looked at me and spoke to me when I woke up after the crash. He seemed genuinely grateful and determined in a way that not even a master politician could fake.
I really think he meant what he said about focusing entirely on our Plan A, of stopping the motherlode detonation by any means necessary. I also think he really is the kind of captain who would risk going down with his ship by fighting until the very last second, not bailing out in a selective and short-sighted evacuation.
The problem on that side of things is that Williams isn’t the one calling the final shots down here. When it came down to brass tacks, it was pretty clear from my time in the war room that he’s not the captain of this ship.
He’s still a natural authority figure for the bunker’s population, though, just like I could be.
Major has to know that better than anyone, so I think the last thing he wants is to make real enemies out of either of us.
The silence of everyone else around the table tells me Major probably isn’t used to being challenged in his role as the Senior Coordinator of the ERF’s flagship bunker, so I might have just caught him off guard by pushing back on some of the things he said.
“Mister, Mister, wait!” a high-pitched voice calls, catching me off guard as it echoes from behind me.
I turn to see a little girl running over, with what looks like her father close behind.
“I’m sorry,” the man says as she reaches me. “Come on, Beth, Mr. Barclay must be very tired after everything he’s done.”
Beth looks around a year younger than Joe — I’d guess six, but maybe a small seven — and she’s sporting by far the biggest smile I’ve seen since I saw Joe’s in the video room.
“Nothing to be sorry for,” I say. I lower myself to Beth’s level. “What’s up?”
“Did you really crash down from the sky?” she asks.
“Sure did,” I mutter through a chuckle. “From very high in the sky.”
She glances up at her father with a wide-eyed expression then turns back to me. “One time I fell from the fourth step of the slide.”
“Wow, you must be pretty tough,” I tell her.
She smiles again, this time with pride rather than wonder.
“Let’s give Mr. Barclay some time to catch his breath, okay?” the man says.
“Okay,” Beth shrugs.
The man’s expression then hardens slightly, reflecting an unease he can’t hide for any longer. He looks more tired than anyone I’ve seen down here, myself and Major included.
“Are they talking about a plan or anything?” he asks.
I nod. “I don’t know exactly what it is yet, but apparently there’s a scouting mission I can help with. There are other things in the works, too. Really — there’s a lot going on, even if it doesn’t look like it right now. There was a lot of data and evidence to get through but we’re almost at the point of taking real action. I’m going back in there soon. Just need to stretch my legs while they keep talking.”
“So we’re going to get outside soon?” Beth asks.
“Very soon,” I say.
“And we’ll all be okay? My mommy, too?”
I crouch down to her level again. “Very okay.”
She smiles again, if a little less widely than before. “I’m glad you landed here when you fell from the sky,” she says.
“Me too,” her dad adds. He holds out his hand. “Isaac, by the way.”
I shake Isaac’s hand. “Say, where would I find some food around here? They kind of skipped over my introductory tour.”
“The cafeteria is on minus four,” he says, pointing downwards. “Almost everything is on four and five. We’ve been coming up here to walk around after our meal times because it’s usually empty like this. Everyone is on pretty strict rotas for meals but I don’t think they’ll be too uppity with you.”
Good to know. “Thanks,” I tell him. “See you around. Bye, Beth. It was nice to meet you.”
“Can I meet your parrot, too?” she blurts out, like the idea just shot into her mind this very instant. “My friend Kelly has a bird but it’s not as big as a parrot.”
I guess word gets around.
“I don’t see why not,” I say. “At least once he’s a little less tired after our journey. He fell from the sky, too, you know.”
She nods several times. “Make sure he sleeps a lot,” she says. “When I’m tired, it helps if I sleep a lot. You should, too.”
“Smart advice,” I smile as she sets off with a wave. There’s no time for sleep in my immediate future, obviously, but I do have a sudden urge to see Laika again.
I only saw him for a minute when President Williams and I were on our way to address the crowd.
When I left, I gave Laika’s veterinarians the name of his old owner, Leeroy Barnet, so they could start looking into what kind of research the guy had been doing.
I know from what I saw in Barnet’s lab that he was working on suspended animation, but there was clearly a lot going on with Laika, too.
A few hours in the smart little guy’s company was enough for the veterinarians to tell me that he’s “no ordinary bird” and even that he could prove to be “an incredibly significant creature.”
Laika means a lot to me after how we bonded on The Beacon, but the fact that he’s apparently “neurologically different” could mean a lot for science, too.
Thanks to Isaac, I know the cafeteria is on the bunker’s fourth level down. Laika’s room is closer, though, so I figure I’ll peek in to see how he’s doing before I head down there.
I hardly pass any people as I walk. It’s crazy how quickly the Assembly Hall went from a hub of activity to a dead zone, but I guess that’s just the nature of a place like this.
It doesn’t take long to reach the locked door to Laika’s room. I knock a few times. When no one answers, I knock a lot louder and call through: “It’s Ray.”
The door opens almost instantly.
There’s only one person in there, rather than the two I saw earlier. It’s the woman, who seemed to be the considerably more experienced of the two. Her expression is hard to read.
“Ray Ray!” Laika calls excitedly from his large cage.
“Hey, buddy,” I smile at him.
He looks more like himself already, hopping much more animatedly than he was earlier.
I turn back to the woman. “Anything new?” I ask.
Her eyebrows rise halfway up her forehead as she reaches for a computer on the desk behind her. She hands it to me.
“Mr. Barclay… you’re really going to want to see this.”
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“Just call me Ray,” I say, taking the computer from Laika’s keeper. “I didn’t catch your name, though.”
“Victoria Holt,” she says. “Vicki is good.”
“Laika like Vicki,” our feathered friend chimes in.
A few seconds of scanning the screen is more than long enough for me to realize that I’m not going to make much sense of it on my own.
I see Leeroy Barnet’s name and I see an introductory note about gene activation and visual retention, but everything that follows on the first page of the research document might as well be hieroglyphics to my untrained eyes.
“I don’t know what these diagrams and symbols mean,” I tell Vicki. “Is this about some gene manipulation work you think Barnet was doing with Laika?”
“Mmhmm,” she says, swiping on the trackpad to call up another page. “Look: Barnet was explicitly talking about a gene activating process to increase what he calls visual retention, which is basically our memory of things we’ve seen. This is a research proposal from before Laika was born and before Barnet went to The Beacon, and it talks about the next stage being animal testing.”
I read over the words on the page. Vicki’s summary is more useful than the dense academic language Barnet seems to have preferred, and I’m impressed with how quickly she’s come across this. There are some extra details in the document that add further context, though, so I take a minute or so to take it all in.
“Barnet was working on memory,” I say. That part’s not really a question.
She nods. “Yeah. He found neurological commonalities in people with exceptional ‘untrained’ memory. Not people who had mastered mnemonic devices to remember sequences of numbers, but people who can recall unusual levels of detail from images they’ve seen even a long time ago. ‘Photographic memory’ isn’t a very scientific term, but that’s the kind of thing he was interested in.”
“So when he thought he’d figured out a key to unlocking that, he wanted to test it out on a parrot?” I ask. This part definitely is a question, and one I can’t get my head around at all.
Vicki laughs a little. “Well, yeah. We haven’t had long to dive into Barnet’s research interests — only the time since you gave me his name — but four or five analysts have been looking into him since I made the request. Like I said to you earlier, there are more urgent things for people to deal with. We’re pretty much in wait-and-see mode until President Williams delivers another update, though, and you never know what little thing could illuminate something important. We have a lot of people down here, too, and looking through the data is better than doing nothing.”
“So how does that work?” I push. “Who did you make the request to when you asked for some analysts to dig into Barnet’s work?”
“The bunker’s Life Sciences Coordinator,” she says. “There are a bunch of departmental coordinators and a bunch of sub-levels within each department. Until you came down with the black box and this little guy, no one in ours had been doing much of anything. There was a lot of restlessness and talk of going outside.”
“I can imagine,” I say.
“Yeah,” Vicki continues. “President Williams has been good at keeping everything as calm as anyone could, really, but things were bubbling. You brought a warning that kind of shattered everyone at first, but Williams put a good spin on it even before you spoke. You know, the idea that we’re better off knowing we have to stop the detonations than not knowing, even though it was such a blow to get the news.”
“And what do you make of Clarence Major?” I ask.
Vicki’s face goes blank. “Who?”
“He’s the Senior Coordinator,” I say. “As long as we’re in this bunker, I think he’s above Williams. Tall guy, slick hair, silver blazer. You’ve never seen him?”
“No,” she shrugs. “I guess Williams is a familiar face and maybe an easier guy for people to follow. Maybe Major is like the guy who coordinates the coordinators. You know, making sure the operational side of things runs smoothly. And maybe Williams is more of the general, I dunno, population coordinator. One handles the senior staff and logistics, one handles morale and message management kind of stuff. And if they’re working together, the specifics of the hierarchy hardly matter, don’t you think?”
In general terms, she’s probably right. For me, though, it’s a little bit different.
“Anyway, Ray, I wanted you to see this paper before I show you what we’ve been working on.”
“We?” I push.
“Oh, I mean Laika and I,” Vicki says, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “Like I said, there hasn’t been a lot of time. I just wanted to do something coarse to see if there was anything worth following up on this stuff, and there definitely is. We saw unusual neurological patterns in the scans we did before we spoke to you earlier, but now I have some real-world signs that Laika’s visual retention is functionally and measurably better than a regular parrot’s could ever be. Just watch. He doesn’t even need treats or any other tangible reinforcement to participate. It’s like he just… enjoys it.”
I take a step back as Vicki puts her computer down on the desk and navigates to some images.
“What I noticed first is that he picks up cues and follows instructions amazingly well,” she says. “Obviously I haven’t had time to establish a comprehensive gesture system like a bird trainer normally would, but Laika never seems to have any trouble knowing what I want him to do.”
“Do you tell him what you want?” I ask. “Because I know this would have sounded crazy if you hadn’t met him, but I think he understands almost everything we say. I don’t know if he chooses to speak less than he can or if his speech is held back by the physical limits of his vocal cords and all that stuff. All I know is, he has a great internal vocabulary.”
Vicki’s eyes light up. “Ray, I could not agree more. Our analysts are searching through everything Barnet’s ever written, looking for anything about vocabulary or linguistics. A parrot’s ability to speak seems like the obvious reason he would pick it over something like a primate for enhancement research like this, and we’re expecting to discover that Barnet’s genetic intervention for increased visual retention is one of many he’s made.”
While she’s been speaking, Vicki has brought three images onto the screen. They’re all the same, as far as I can tell, showing an expansive field of sunflowers under a beautiful blue sky.
She carries it closer to Laika’s cage. “Can you show me which picture stays the same?” She asks him. “Can you tell me if it’s one, two or three?”
I don’t quite get it until Vicki taps the right arrow on her computer’s keyboard. When she does, one of the images changes.
“Squawk, three, three,” Laika says. It sounds more like a cross between free and vree, but there’s no doubt what he’s saying.
“Good boy!” Vicki responds. She turns to me and explains. “You see, one of these pictures is the same as the one that was in all three places to start with. The other two have changed.”
“But two of them are the same,” I say, pointing to the second and third.
Vicki grins. “Nope. The first is obviously different, with all those clouds in the sky. But look down in the very bottom left corner of the second. There’s a locust on one of the stalks.”
“No way,” I gasp, looking between the tiny insect in the photograph and the incredible bird who spotted it so quickly. “And he’s never seen these images before?”
“Never,” Vicki confirms. “And watch this, too.”
With a few gestures on her trackpad and a few more keystrokes, she brings up a white screen that’s blank apart from the numbers 1, 2 and 3.
She turns it towards Laika. “What does this say?”
“Squawk, one two three. Squawk. Good boy!”
“That’s memory,” I say. “You’ve done that before.”
Vicki smiles again. “We have. But how about this…”
She then turns the screen away from him and types 1 1 3, before inviting me to add another three numbers. I go for 2 3 2.
“Your turn,” she says, handing me the computer.
“What does this say?” I ask Laika, showing him the screen.
“One one… three. Squawk! Two… three two. Good boy!”
“Very good boy,” I say, wishing I did have some treats to toss his way.
Vicki holds her hand out to take the computer back. “One more,” she says, quickly typing something. “Okay, Laika… yes or no?”
As she turns the screen towards him, I see three words: no, yes, yes.
“No,” he squawks. “Yes. Yes. Squawk. No yes yes! Good boy!”
“We’re not even scratching the surface with this,” Vicki says. “This is after a few hours of finding out what he can already do, without pushing him to learn anything new. As we get more clues from Barnet’s research to tell us what this little guy can do, I think it’s going to get a lot more impressive than reading a few words. Parrots can ‘learn’ things like that as tricks. His ability to distinguish slight changes in images he’d never seen before is more impressive to me, but I have a feeling it’s all going to come together in layered behaviors we haven’t even thought of yet.”
I gaze at Laika as he nibbles at some of the food in his cage. He still isn’t back to flying freely after the crash, but he can move pretty well. When he notices that I’m watching, he hops over to the edge of the cage with a mouthful and drops it on the floor.
“Food. For you, Ray Ray. Ray Ray eat?”
My mouth falls open. He’s dropped food for me before when he thought I could use some, along with a clear message of “Ray Ray food.” Back then I was touched by his empathy and kindness.
But in the few days I’ve known him, he’s never said the word “eat” and he’s definitely never said “for you.”
I don’t know as much about linguistics as Vicki probably does, but “you” is a relative term. I’m beyond impressed at how effortlessly Laika just used it interchangeably with my name — or his uniquely endearing double-Ray version of my name, in any case.
The way he put it all together is a level above what I knew he was capable of.
“I know,” Vicki says, watching my expression. “And he’s not even learning yet. It’s more like he’s remembering. The enrichment of the visual tests and conversational prompts are good for him. Really, though, I think he’s already benefitting from being in an environment that seems safe and comfortable. I know the station must have been full of new stimuli at every turn, most of them terrible. He was trapped alone until you opened his lab, and then he saw his owner lying dead. His whole world was turned upside down. Young kids can stop talking altogether when harrowing things happen. I don’t think this guy is any different. Even without any deliberate teaching so far, that’s why we can already see him growing back into himself.”
She talks a lot of sense and these words put a whole new spin on things.
If this is how much Laika’s language has improved in such a short time — or I guess I should say how much it has recovered — I can’t wait to see how much further he can go.
“You did give him a pretty heavy dose of the sedative, too,” Vicki adds.
I nod uneasily. “I had to err on the side of slightly too much.”
“Oh, no, you did good,” she assures me.
I reach down for the seeds Laika placed on the floor and pick them up. I’m not going to eat them, but I want to acknowledge the gesture.
“Thanks, buddy,” I say, “but these are for you. This is Laika’s food.”
I hold the seeds in my hand and let him peck away at them.
When he’s done, I know I should really go and get a very quick bite of human food before I get back to Williams, Major, and the reality of our situation.
Seeing Laika has been the best way to break up this hour that I could have had, but I really should eat then get back to find out what the upcoming mission, which I’m apparently so well suited for, is going to entail.
“I have to go now,” I tell him. “Have fun with Vicki.”
“Squawk. Laika like Vicki,” he says, happily tipping his head from side to side. “Bye bye, Ray Ray. Laika see Ray Ray… soon.”
“You sure will,” I tell him, increasingly impressed. “And hey, Vicki, keep up the good work. I’m going to find out more about what the latest plan is for… you know.”
She nods. “Good luck.”
I don’t know why I’m avoiding talking about our need to stop the second detonation in front of Laika, in a similar kind of way I didn’t want to say too much about it in front of Joe or the little girl I saw with her dad.
I guess it’s because some of Laika’s mannerisms and speech patterns are increasingly childlike, rather than birdlike. And all the while, he’s showing visual recognition and retention skills that I’m not ashamed to say seem to be better than my own.
As soon as I step outside and turn left, I feel a hand on my shoulder.
“Sssh,” a hushed voice implores me.
I turn around instantly and see the face of Mr. Lindell — the only person I’ve so far spotted in the bunker who I recognize from the outside world.
He was my high school physics teacher before he went back into what he saw as the “real” academic world, and the telling look in his eyes during my short speech in the Assembly Hall suggested that he remembered me, too.
“Come with me,” he whispers.
“Why?” I ask. “Where?”
Lindell holds a finger to his lips and whispers again: “It’s about Major.”
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Lindell points to a door just across from Laika’s room. The promise of some kind of information about Clarence Major is more than enough to persuade me to change my course in its direction.
The original plan of going for something to eat can wait, while the urgency in Lindell’s voice tells me that this can’t.
I push open the unlocked door and step into a fairly nondescript room.
Straight away I can see that this room has a lot in common with Laika’s, except for the lack of a cage, which is basically to say there’s a desk and a few chairs and not much else.
“So… I hear you spoke to Major?” Lindell says as soon as the door is closed behind us. I haven’t heard his voice for twenty years, but it hasn’t changed a bit.
I look for clues in his expression of what this is all about.
It feels like an important time to measure my words, so I leave a silence for him to fill.
“Did you talk to Shaun at all?” he continues. “The young guy with glasses? I know he was in there with you. He contacted me with some information about an urgent reconnaissance mission Major wants to pursue with some of my technology. He wanted to know if I think your eyesight would rule you out of helping.”
I take a seat. “I didn’t really talk to Shaun. But Major mentioned you when he asked the kid if there were updates on the mission. He said something about Lindell, Hargreaves and Driver. Do those other names mean anything to you?”
“Hargreaves does,” he nods. “Not Driver. And Major didn’t mention you for the mission?”
“Not at that point,” I say. “I think he was asking if there was confirmation of whether Driver could operate the body and the visuals. I asked what kind of mission he was talking about, but he wouldn’t tell me anything. A little bit later he said my experience could help in a tangible way, but I don’t know if he was still explicitly referencing the same mission.”
Lindell scratches his chin in thought. “I have a feeling he was. You see, Isaac Hargreaves is in robotics. I’m in optical enhancement, but I’ve worked with Isaac in the past on testing user-controlled cameras to direct a scouting droid’s visual focus.”
“So they want to use robots for the reconnaissance mission?” I ask. “And, what, they think my experience of using the Robex-2 on the station makes me qualified for something like that? I mean… I always want to help, but I can’t be the most qualified person here. All I did was wear some gloves and use a remote control. I didn’t do anything with any camera controls. Surely you and Hargreaves know those elements of your own tech better than I do?”
“I would think so,” Lindell candidly replies. “I really don’t know what’s going on, Ray. I don’t know where this mission is or what it entails. No disrespect, but I don’t know why he wants you. You might have misheard him asking whether you could drive it, or something like that, because I don’t know anyone called Driver or anyone else who could do this better than Hargreaves could.”
Maybe, I figure. I thought I heard “Driver” pretty clearly, but you never know.
“Hargreaves has a young daughter in here, though,” Lindell goes on, “so it could be that they don’t want to take him away from her or that they just don’t think he could focus on a difficult mission. You see, his wife didn’t make it to the rendezvous point in time for the evacuation flight. The poor guy has put the bravest face on everything, but he has to be breaking apart on the inside. I can’t even imagine.”
Belatedly, it dawns on me.
“You said Isaac Hargreaves, right?” I ask. “I think I just saw him out there with the girl. Beth. She did ask something about her mom being okay, come to think of it. I thought it was just weird phrasing like kids sometimes use.”
Lindell nods glumly. “I’ve known Isaac for a few years. He’s brilliant, but this whole thing just breaks my heart. I can understand why they don’t think he could be a reliable hand for a high-stakes mission.”
“And you’re saying he’s our top robotics guy?” I ask.
“The crème de la crème.”
I wouldn’t have expected that, to be honest. Isaac looked young — late twenties — and he just didn’t strike me as a robotics guy. I like him, though, and the story of his wife missing the flight is a tough pill to swallow.
“But what about the mission itself?” I probe, trying to move things along without being insensitive. “What can you guess about it, based on the optical tech of yours that they want to use? And would my eyesight rule me out?”
Lindell briskly shakes his head to that final question. “It wouldn’t.”
“And as for the mission…?”
He rubs his chin in thought again. “Well, Ray, I headed up a team that designed contact lenses capable of much more than any of the supposedly ‘smart’ lenses on the market. These aren’t just about overlaying data or recording images. They’re not your everyday augmented reality lenses. They have inbuilt thermal imaging and other kinds of threat detection, all controllable by nothing more than basic eye gestures.”
I’m paying attention to every word he says, but it feels like the bigger picture hasn’t clicked into focus yet.
“I won’t lie to you, Ray,” Lindell goes on. “We foresaw military applications as the basis of our future profitability. Utilizing the lenses in a scouting droid is a perfect match, though, and if they’re looking for someone to remotely control the lenses there’s one reason I can think of as to why you’re in their minds.”
“Which is?”
Lindell reaches under his desk and presents me with a small brown box. “Well,” he says, “considering the nature of our ticking time bomb, they might want someone who knows a thing or two about theocite.”





10

Theocite.
The very word used to excite me, motivate me, drive me forward.
The mineral’s unique properties even pulled me away from my family for two months — the biggest regret of my life — all the way to the isolation of The Beacon.
Enriching synthesized BioZol with naturally occurring theocite, ultra-heated to the right temperature, yields a fuel source that’s leagues ahead of anything else we’ve ever seen. That’s why Zola is so driven to get his hands on the massive deposit in the Atlantic Ocean.
A sane man, however greedy and selfish, might have covered up the extent of theocite’s value and used some dirty tricks to maintain a monopoly. But Zola’s unique personal history and the broken psychology it led to has left anything but a sane man occupying his body.
When my work with theocite unwittingly opened Zola’s eyes to the possibility of traveling to the newly discovered world of Bayzen 108b, he struck. He struck with a ruthless ferocity that no one could ever imagine, and the second detonation in just over three days is going to be even more intense.
So when Lindell suggests that the scouting mission we’ve been speculating about might benefit from a camera controller who knows more than anyone else about theocite, it gives me a good idea of where he thinks the droid will be exploring.
“Williams and Major already mentioned undersea drones, though,” I say. To be honest I’m not completely clear on who spoke about that, but at least one of them definitely did.
“Drones aren’t droids,” Lindell says. He nods towards the box in my hands, encouraging me to open it.
When I do, I see two thicker than usual contact lenses in their original presentation packaging.
“Do I just put these straight in?” I ask.
He nods. “There’s a ZolaCore mining site exactly where the map you found pinpoints the motherlode detonation, isn’t there?”
“Yeah,” I say, carefully picking up one of the lenses and holding it up to the light. It’s not crystal clear, but I’m sure it will seem like it when I have it in place. I’ve seen a lot of stuff about the new generation of smart lenses and I know what they can do. If Lindell’s are significantly more advanced in the way he’s been suggesting, I’m in for quite the trip when I put these in.
“Then drones before droids makes sense,” Lindell states, very matter of factly. “They want to see the general lay of the land, as it were, and the small self-piloting mapping drones are perfect for that. But those drones can’t disarm explosives, disturb arrays, or anything else we might need to do. We need a droid for that, and an extra pair of eyes who knows what he’s looking at certainly isn’t going to hurt.”
I momentarily place the lens I’ve been examining back in its box. “They can’t expect me to disarm anything,” I protest. “My right hand can’t even grip! Are you saying they might want me to control a droid’s hands like I was controlling the robot on the station, but also use these lenses to remotely control the cameras in its eyes? That’s the big plan here?”
“Take a breath, Ray, for goodness’ sake,” Lindell says. “I’m saying no such thing. They might want you to control the lenses — at most — or they might simply want you there to watch the incoming feed when someone else is controlling them. This ‘Driver’ you mentioned, maybe. I just think when we have so little time, you should try these on and get to grips with the basic controls so you wouldn’t have to waste time on that later. If that’s what the bosses want from you.”
Okay, that second option doesn’t sound too bad.
I can definitely handle watching a feed and advising in any way I can on how to deal with whatever theocite deposits might be visible at the mining site.
I have no idea what that site is going to be like, and until the mapping drones come back I don’t think anyone else here does, either.
For all I know there could even be people down there in some kind of underwater research dome, like I’ve seen in the movies. Our proximity to the Atlantic seaboard means it shouldn’t be too long until we have a better picture of things, but I don’t have a clear idea of the timescale there.
Major’s promise that they’d only need my help for 24 hours is echoing in my mind, presenting a kind of upper limit on how long he thinks both stages of the mission could take.
I know better than to take a guy in Major’s position at his word, though. I’m sure he’d say whatever it takes to keep things running smoothly and keep his bunker’s only uninvited guest from causing too many problems.
“You can keep them, too,” Lindell says. “They’re adaptively corrective, like a lot of other models are now, so your vision will be better than it is in those glasses. And I’ll bet it’s going to be a lot better than it was in those goggles you managed to throw together on the station. I’ve seen what you had to do to make those work for you, Ray, but I’ve also seen what you looked like with them on. In both cases… rather you than me, my friend!”
I crack a smile at the way he chuckles over that comment, because I know it’s well-intentioned.
“Man, I could really have used these things up there,” I laugh along with him. “But I did okay. And wait. Wait wait wait. Do you know whose words were going through my head when I was cutting that glass with naked eyesight that could barely make out the end of my damn nose?”
“Enlighten me,” he says, like he really doesn’t know.
I clear my throat and imitate his voice: “Ray tends to falter under pressure.”
Lindell tips his head back and utters a much fuller laugh than before. “I don’t remember every report card I wrote twenty years ago,” he grins, “but I do remember that one. And tell me: did it work, or did it work? Did you stop coasting and start trying to prove me wrong? Did you get the grade you needed… the grade your talent deserved?”
He’s got me there.
“And at least you’re not still bitter about it,” he says with a friendly wink.
I pick the lenses back up and get ready to put them in.
“Really, though…” Lindell says, his voice suddenly half an octave lower. “I’m proud of you, Ray. Even though I don’t take a single iota of credit for the scientist you became, I’m proud to have been there for part of your journey. A lot of smart kids I taught didn’t have it easy at home, but I know you had it hard. I don’t know if you remember that I used to always try to encourage and engage you in class. I just felt you would respond to a challenge in writing, and I don’t think the comment was unfair. And from what I’ve heard about the impromptu EVA and the last-minute move to change your landing speed, I don’t think there’s a person in this bunker who you couldn’t teach a thing or two about handling pressure.”
With the lenses inches from my eyes, I have to put them down again. I don’t think they’d calibrate properly with these tears welling like they are.
After my grandfather died, no man ever spoke words like that to me for almost ten years. The young men’s support group I stumbled into one night changed my life, and until I went to The Beacon I’d still been attending our local group in Salt Lake City as one of the adults there to tell the directionless and usually fatherless boys that it can get better.
I try to remember to tell Joe I’m proud of him every day, because those words can be a better fuel than theocite-enriched BioZol ever could.
“You should be proud of yourself, too,” Lindell goes on. “Shaun told me you’ve been racked with guilt about giving Zola the enrichment process he needed for his planetary evacuation to work. That kind of thinking is a big pile of garbage. I’ve followed your research at the university. I know what kind of applications you had in mind. They were a lot more pure than my thinking for these lenses, that’s for sure. You’ve done nothing wrong. Nothing.”
I couldn’t see much without the glasses even before I felt the few tears, but now my vision is even cloudier. I blink it away as best I can and look at Lindell.
“That means more than you know,” I tell him. “Especially to hear that you took an interest in my work. Thank you.”
He smiles… I think.
Wow, my eyes are bad. I forget every time.
Over the past year and half I’ve just gotten so used to wearing my run-of-the-mill contact lenses, whose only breakthrough feature was that they were self-cleaning and comfortable enough to leave in all the time, day after day and week after week.
I guess it could be the case that constantly wearing corrective lenses could have led to some deterioration in my underlying eyesight, but I don’t think so. My old lenses weren’t adaptive, so if my vision had been getting progressively worse I would have needed a stronger prescription by now.
Either way, the blurriness of everything even after I blink away the welling tears makes me feel pretty proud of myself, after all. Fashioning the goggles with vision like this really was a pretty tough feat, let alone in the pressure cooker of The Beacon.
“You’ll be very impressed,” Lindell assures me as I move the first lens towards my right eye. He shuffles behind his desk and sits down to look at something on his computer.
I have both lenses in place within a matter of seconds, at which point Lindell encourages me to blink quickly three times.
“Mother of mercy,” he yelps right away. “You’re blind as a damn bat, Ray!”
But thanks to the new lenses, not anymore.
Whatever animal has the best eyesight, I’m suddenly as un-blind as that.
Everything is so crisp… definitely sharper than it ever was in my old lenses, and I’m totally sure there’s no recency bias playing into that. It’s not just because I couldn’t see Lindell’s face at arm’s length a few seconds ago.
Nope. These things are the real deal.
When I walk round to see what Lindell is looking at, I can only laugh.
My lenses are streaming live footage back to his computer. The top half of his screen shows my unimproved vision, with the bottom half showing the corrective lenses’ power at work.
“I don’t know how you ever lived like that,” Lindell says. “Couldn’t you get laser surgery?”
I shake my head. “The impact of the accident messed up my chances of that. Too much damage.”
Aside from anyone who might have seen the ZolaCore psych reports I brought down from The Beacon, Lindell has to be the only person down here who knows about my accident. He didn’t just also teach my brother Jack, either — he was actually the school’s representative at the funeral.
Lindell knows exactly what happened, and that’s why he doesn’t say another word about it.
“Well, we can get to walking through some of the basic eye gestures and contextual triggers as soon as you feel ready,” he says.
“Fire away,” I tell him.
He stands up and steps directly in front of me. “Look at my face and widen your eyes. Really widen them. Then blink very quickly four times and look at me again with a normal gaze.”
I do as he says.
“When you want to cancel this, widen them again and very quickly blink four more times,” Lindell continues. “And of course, you can always take them out.”
“When I want to cancel what?” I ask.
Instead of replying, Lindell holds out a finger and raises it directly in front of his face. “Watch my finger,” he says.
“What now, are you going to hypnotize me?” I laugh.
But again, I do as he says.
He moves his head in time with his finger, so the finger is always right in front of his nose. Until he finally moves the finger to the side, that is.
And that’s when my jaw drops open.
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“Follow my finger,” Lindell repeats, but I quite simply can’t.
Try as I might to look away, my gaze is stuck on his face like white on rice.
He walks backwards to his chair, taking exaggerated sidestepping motions to highlight the fact that my eyes follow his movements as though I really am hypnotized.
“I’m cancelling,” I say, widening my eyes and quickly blinking four times.
It works. My vision is back to normal. Well… its wonderfully crisp new normal.
Lindell is smiling when I look back at his face, this time of my own accord. “I just wanted to show you that feature first,” he beams. “It’s not stable and I’ll disable it now, but I wanted you to get a sense that these really aren’t like other smart lenses. The thermal imaging and brightness control will be a lot more useful for us and we’ll get to those whenever you want. I just couldn’t not show you that. Can you blame me?”
It’s undeniably impressive, but I don’t really understand the point. For a few seconds, anyway, until I remember Lindell’s earlier admission that he had profitable military applications in mind for his lenses.
Given that he’s also told me how they can be paired with humanoid robots — which he keeps calling droids — a target-locking feature suddenly makes only too much uncomfortable sense.
I don’t like that one bit, but it’s definitely a conversation for another day… a day when Earth is safe from Zola’s demonic plot and we get to thinking about what kind of world we want to set out to rebuild.
“I’d like to see some of the core features,” I say.
But before Lindell can even reply, the room’s door bursts open.
Free from the target-locking feature, my head shoots round and sees President Williams looking extremely flustered.
“I need to tell you something,” he pants, clearly having run here from the war room.
He doesn’t seem to care that I’m here or wonder what I’m doing, such is his urgency.
When he doesn’t say anything else, I upturn my palms. “I’m listening.”
“Just you,” he says.
I shake my head. “I’m done with secrets and the who-knows-what-when game,” I tell him. “Lindell hears what I hear. He’s in this with us.”
Williams sighs, clearly not happy with my insistence but not unhappy enough to keep quiet any longer.
“It’s the signal you connected to on The Beacon’s radio,” Williams says, facing me directly. “You were right to suspect they were spoofing the location and weren’t really approaching on the PetraVista station they told you about.”
My eyes widen in reaction to the surprising nature of what I’m hearing — and in anticipation of what I’m about to hear. After what happened a minute ago, I take care not to follow this up with four blinks.
“Is it New Zealand?” I ask, suddenly excited by the implications if it is. “Did the signal origin lead us to their base?”
“Not exactly,” Williams says. “We’ve had different teams check this and re-check it, Ray, and they’re all absolutely sure.”
“Sure of what?” I push, naturally impatient despite my efforts not to be. “Where was the signal I picked up coming from?”
Williams gulps before finally spitting it out:
“Ray… it was coming from the Moon.”
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“The Moon?” I echo, incredulous at what I’ve just heard. “That must be another layer of signal spoofing. Surely?”
Williams shakes his head. “The people who are here because they know about this kind of thing are insistent, Ray. Trust me: I can hardly believe what I’m telling you, either. But if ZolaCore does somehow have any kind of presence on the Moon, they have the high ground advantage in a way we’ve never considered.”
“But how could they?” I push. “How could anyone have anything on the Moon without anyone else knowing?”
Williams shrugs. “Ray, I’m telling you what they’re telling me. I don’t know. They said it’s on the far side, if that helps? But even if it is another relay to spoof the location, that still means there has to be something there for them to bounce it off, like they did with various satellites to make it look like their other station was approaching The Beacon.”
“Hmmm,” Lindell groans from behind me. “We obviously can’t send anything to look on a timescale that’s going to work. Is there any talk of how this changes the approach to the upcoming missions? I’ve heard bits and pieces. I understand my lenses are going to play a part.”
“Major is flustered,” Williams says.
What else is new?, I think, but I keep it to myself.
“We’re already going as fast as we can,” Williams continues, “but he now wants to accelerate a higher-risk scouting mission, to begin before we have full information from the initial mapping missions. We’re not skipping stages so much as we’re doing them simultaneously. And if you’re wondering where I stand, on this point I’m completely with him.”
“We’ve been accelerating stages in here, too,” Lindell says. “Ray is wearing the lenses now, to save familiarization time when it counts. If you’ll be using him, that is?”
Williams looks at me again after listening to Lindell. “You’re very much in, aren’t you?” he asks.
I don’t even know what the mission is, which is one thing, but the bigger thing is that I still don’t trust Clarence Major as far as I could throw him.
I shake my head.
“No?” Williams asks. “No what?”
“I’m not in yet,” I say. “I need rock-solid assurance that in 24 hours, one way or another, I’ll have a plane and an open door to reunite with my family. If you can give me that, I’ll do absolutely anything. And I’m really not trying to be a diva here, making demands in exchange for offering help. Major is keeping me here against my will and he’s following what I think is a bad course of action in withholding information from the other bunkers. I’m happy to do what I can to make his plan work, but I need to know that he won’t keep standing in my way if it doesn’t. So if you and the rest of the people in the war room want me to go along with Major’s leadership, I need two specific things to happen. Once I’ve done all I can, I need to be with my family. You can’t say you don’t owe me that.”
Williams takes a deep breath.
“Agreed?” I ask.
“I agree we owe you that,” he concedes. “So what are the two things you need to happen?”
“I need Major to make an explicit promise to me in front of the rest of the leadership, recorded on video, to let me leave after the mission.”
Williams gulps. “I hope the second is easier…”
“I think so,” I shrug.
“So what is it?” he asks, hesitation dripping from each word.
“I need to see a plane.”
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“Let’s go,” President Williams says, holding his hand towards the door. “But this really can only be you. We’ll be entering a highly restricted area.”
I turn to Lindell. “Go for it,” he says. “And keep the lenses. The eye gestures are all designed to be easy to perform but unlikely to engage by accident. Just remember you can always take them out at any time.”
“Thanks,” I tell him.
“And thank you, Gerry,” Williams says. “We’ll loop you in again as soon as this Moon news settles and Ray is happy with our assurances. No more than an hour, I’d say.”
Gerry.
Just like that, the man who’s been Mr. Lindell to me since my high school physics class now has a first name.
I follow Williams outside. Even though I haven’t been here for very long, my sense of direction is good enough to know that he turns away from the route to the war room.
“Where are we going?” I ask.
“You wanted to see a plane,” he replies without slowing down.
We continue down a short corridor before entering a new one, and what strikes me instantly is how long it goes on in the same direction.
“What’s the total footprint of this bunker?” I ask. The sheer scale keeps impressing me and it really is a lot to take in. Between the existence of dozens of huge bunkers and an apparent ZolaCore presence on the Moon, my ideas about the limits of human technology feel like they’re expanding by the minute.
Williams glances back at me without answering this question, slowing slightly for the first time.
In a word, he looks pensive.
“Listen: I’m sorry about Major,” he says. “He’s been doing a good job of coordinating everything since you landed, but I know his personality leaves a lot to be desired. This is a big bunker, like you’re seeing, and it’s a big responsibility. Don’t take anything he says too personally.”
I certainly didn’t expect Williams to say that, but he’s missing the point of what rubbed me the wrong way.
“I don’t care one bit about what he says,” I clarify. “I care about what he does, okay? Saying I can’t leave would mean nothing if he wasn’t in charge and couldn’t enforce it, but I see by now that he is in charge. When he decides that the doors stay locked, that’s when we have a problem.”
Williams nods in understanding. And this time, he stops walking altogether.
“I think you’re going to have to drop the request for a humble promise,” he says. “Major isn’t going to go for it and even though I know why you want that kind of commitment, asking for him to do that — and especially recording it — wouldn’t go down well with the others, either.”
“Why?” I ask.
He sighs. “It just wouldn’t, Ray. I made the case for you getting an exit permit when you were gone from the room, anyway, and he heard me. I framed it around the point that you could raise a hell of a lot of issues if you tell the general population you’re being held against your will, because if I was in his seat that’s what I’d be worried about. He listened.”
I’m not going to tell Williams I’ve already thought about that very point, but the fact that he was alert to it is another sign of his keen instincts.
“And things really are accelerating on multiple fronts,” he goes on. “We’ve only had the black box for a matter of hours, but one crucial discovery has been leading to another ever since. One piece of news that’s come through since you left the room was that we’ve identified a number of private jets that arrived in Auckland shortly before the first theocite detonation. Satellite imagery cross-referenced with our intelligence agencies’ various offline databases has given us a list of people who we know made those flights.”
“Like who?” I asked.
“Some of the richest of the rich, Ray, from everywhere. ZolaCore’s bunker isn’t like ours, or any of the others the ERF populated with individuals carefully chosen for their ability to contribute to society’s survival and recovery in a meaningful way. It looks for all the world like Zola auctioned off his slots to the highest bidders. That’s the difference.”
“So do we have a more specific location for their bunker now?” I press. “Is that going to be one of the scouting missions we’ll have running simultaneously, like you talked about?”
Williams shakes his head. “Unfortunately not yet. The location of the bunker is actually one of the things we could seek to uncover during the mission we hope you can help us with. We expect to nail down their bunker’s location before then, but a contingency plan never hurts.”
I can’t disagree with that in this context. The broader contingency plan Williams mentioned much earlier, of some kind of off-Earth evacuation, is a different story.
“You don’t have to like him,” Williams goes on, reading my face, “but Major and his team are running a tight ship. It’s a smooth operation and they have everyone working non-stop to pore over everything you brought down and find anything that can help us. The biggest tangible move they’ve made in the last hour was launching the aquatic drones towards the theocite deposits at Site B. They don’t have far to travel, so we’re expecting the visuals to come in before long.”
“That I like to hear,” I say. “Lindell thinks Major wants me involved to look at incoming visuals during a second-stage robotic mission to the seabed. He thinks they might want me to look at the theocite deposits and maybe any explosives we see. Is that what we’re working towards?”
“There might be a second stage where a remotely controlled vehicle or other piece of robotics equipment goes to Site B for a more hands-on deployment,” Williams replies. “It really depends what the drones see down there. But that’s not the mission anyone is thinking we’ll need you for, Ray. The helpful experience you have is a lot more specific than that.”
As I’m about to ask one more time what this often referenced but never detailed mission is going to entail, Williams sets off walking again until he stops at a large door on our left just ten or twelve paces ahead.
“Here we are,” he says.
“Where?” I ask, wondering what kind of room is going to be behind a door that certainly looks different from the nondescript ones I’ve encountered in other parts of the bunker.
“The hangar,” Williams smiles, holding a fob against a security scanner before pushing the door open.
As everything comes into view through the doorway, I see that hangar is absolutely the right word.
“Wow,” is all I can say.
I thought the Assembly Hall was big, but this absolutely dwarfs it.
One thing my sense of direction struggles with is telling which level we’re on. I can’t blame myself for that. Some of the bunker’s corridors slope upwards and downwards in a way that can slowly take us from one level to another without the presence of anything so noticeable as stairs.
I think we’re a level above the Assembly Hall.
It does make sense that the planes are going to be near the surface, after all.
It’s more likely there’s a long tunnel or ramp somewhere than that the hangar’s roof could retract to make this an open-air zone, as cool as that would be. But more than anything else I’m just glad to be thinking about the logistics of getting a plane out of here rather than wondering if there even are any.
The thick ash I saw all over the ground during my descent made it impossible to tell if anywhere outside could have been used as a runway.
The satellite images I saw of this area from before the disaster didn’t give me the impression there was, though, so I don’t know for sure that anyone arrived in these planes.
When President Williams told me this flagship bunker was very well stocked, this might be what he meant.
To my right I can see dozens and dozens of huge black vehicles that look like super-sized tour buses. That makes more sense to me — to consider that people were flown nearby and then bused in the rest of the way.
In terms of planes there are three huge jets within sight, along with two light aircraft.
A lot of the hangar is in total darkness, though, and the way the overhead lighting dissipates makes it seem like the floorspace is much more extensive than I can sense right now.
Seeing just one plane safely shielded by the bunker’s thick exterior would have been enough to settle my mind. That would have given me a reason to feel hopeful that I could quickly reach Eva and Joe in Colorado if my best efforts can’t help with our detonation-stopping plans any more than anyone else’s can.
I’m willing to help with the parts of the process this bunker needs me for, but after that I want to reach my family. I won’t apologize for that.
I’d need a pilot or a whole lot of luck to go along with the plane, but I’m sure Major would give me someone to prevent the kind of problems Williams warned him might arise if he keeps standing in my way. I don’t want to—
“Woah woah woah,” a loud female voice snaps in our direction. “What the hell is he doing in here?”
I turn to see a young woman holding a flashlight and a toolbox. She’s wearing a silver shirt, albeit grease-stained, which marks her as ERF personnel.
“Luna…” Williams says. His admonishing tone adds weight to the single word.
“No, he’s too personally involved,” she replies, still talking about me like I can’t hear it. “Counting on him to stay focused and work to the plan is bad enough. But showing him what’s in here? Why would you want him to know?”
I start to speak in my own defense but Williams beats me to it. “Luna, you beat the odds to get Major here safely and we’re grateful for that. Ray threw his life to the wind to bring us the warning that’s given us any chance of seeing next week. The rest of us are grateful for that, and maybe you should be, too.”
The young woman — Luna, apparently — chews her lip in discomfort.
“The mission is moving forward soon,” Williams goes on, “as I’m sure you’ve been told. Ray can play an important part, and he will. But once he has, he’s free to leave. Technically he should already be in Colorado — he’s the only other person in this bunker who wasn’t on our official list.”
“I earned my place here and you know it,” she snarls. “So if you think for one second that I would fly him to—”
“I wouldn’t ask you to,” I interrupt.
She raises her eyebrows. “Good! Because—”
“Enough!” Williams firmly interjects. “Both of you. We’re on the same team.”
No one says anything for several seconds, until Luna shakes her head and takes a step away from us.
“I don’t like it,” she says to Williams, before turning to me one more time. “And you…I’m not going to die down here because you want to be somewhere else. I’m not being left behind.”
I glance at Williams, who looks more than a little exasperated.
“Stay in your lane and we won’t have any problems, Barclay,” Luna calls back as she walks away, her voice fading slightly with each step. “Step out of it and we will.”
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As I watch Luna leave, several new questions rattle around in my mind.
I don’t know what she means about being left behind or what Williams means about her having brought Major here.
She seems more than a little hot-tempered and not exactly personable, so I also don’t know why it seemed like President Williams was implying that she would be the pilot they’d ask to fly me to Colorado if it comes to that.
That’s one more thing that doesn’t make a whole lot of sense right now.
Williams lets out a slow breath and turns to face me directly once more. “You’re part of this, Ray. I know you didn’t ask to be, but you are. Major has come round to the idea that we can’t keep you in the dark and expect you to be committed to our mission. It’s give and take.”
I follow Williams as he sets off beyond where we encountered Luna, in the opposite direction from the way she sulked off.
“You’ve already spoken to Lindell and Isaac Hargreaves is getting some things ready to show you now,” Williams goes on. “He needs a few hours to set it all up and make sure everything will be ready for the mission when we give the final go ahead. You should be able to speak to your family again in the meantime, but before that there’s something else I want you to see in here. It’s big.”
“Yeah?” I say. After what I’ve already seen, I wonder what kind of surprise could still be in store.
After another fifteen or twenty paces, we stop at a large pillar with several controls that look like variable light switches.
“We’ve talked around it without talking about it,” Williams says, “but this facility was designed with a contingency plan for any event that would make staying here unsafe. When Major talks about his primary duty being to the lives of everyone in this bunker and when Luna talks about not wanting to be left behind, they’re talking about this, Ray. But remember that both of them have friends and colleagues in other bunkers, just like most of our people do.”
I’m not jumping to any conclusions, but I have a feeling I know what he’s getting at.
“And I want you to remember what I told you right at the start,” he continues. “My driving focus is to save everyone who has survived the first detonation. I know you want the same thing. But if we run into brick wall after brick wall, we can launch an orbital evacuation before it’s too late. That way, even an unchecked motherlode detonation wouldn’t be a decisive end for everyone.”
“So bailing out?” I ask. “Major doesn’t want to let any other bunkers know about the nature of what we’re trying to stop, and he would bail out if our solo efforts fail? That’s fair to you?”
“It’s not like that,” Williams sighs with a shake of his head. “Every effort is being made to stop the detonation and I will give you my word right now that I will be here until the final second, doing whatever I can. If our efforts in the next few days fail and others leave while there’s still just enough time to get away, I won’t be with them. I will fight to my dying breath to protect the people I was elected to serve.”
I believe him, but I’m still not comfortable about the idea of evacuation plans being drawn up. Major had the gall to talk about my focus being split with how desperate I am to get to Colorado, but he’s the one hedging his bets.
I’m glad I was right about President Williams, though. Even though he’s not technically captain of this ship, he’s a stand-up guy and he would go down with it. He would go down swinging, too.
“But that’s me,” Williams says. “In exchange for your cooperation and discretion, Major is willing to pull strings for any potential trip you make to Colorado to be a return journey. You and your family would be back here in time, Ray. They would be spared.”
I take a slow breath. I appreciate the sentiment, but I can’t think about contingencies, either. I unwittingly played a part in all of this by giving Zola the recipe for the theocite enrichment process that’s driving his demented plot.
It’s good to hear that my family would be allowed to get off-Earth before the blast — leaving aside the million questions that raises — but I would have to stay here with Williams trying every last move until the bitter end. I would simply have to.
Williams sighs, placing a supportive hand on my shoulder. “We don’t want it to come to this, Ray, and we’ll do everything possible to make sure it won’t. I just want you to know that your efforts in the upcoming mission really won’t be in vain, no matter what. In my eyes you’ve already earned whatever you could ask for, but cooperating with discretion is how you win Major over, too.”
When Williams finishes speaking, he moves his hand towards the light switches.
“I give you: the ERF Vita,” he says, flicking each row of switches with all five fingers.
The hangar’s overhead lights come to life row by row, rapidly illuminating a space that’s bigger than I could ever have imagined.
But that’s nothing.
The size of the hangar barely even registers in my mind, which is too busy being blown by the incomprehensible size of the spacecraft that utterly dominates my view.
The word spacecraft doesn’t even do it justice. Hell, this looks like a real-as-can-be, no-bullshit starship.
If I saw this thing in a movie, I would be in awe of the CGI team. Seeing it right here in front of my eyes, it hits me like nothing ever has before.
I stare dumbly for an unknowable number of seconds.
Way more than anything I saw on the station or anything I’ve learned about this incredible bunker so far, the sight of the Vita has stunned me to my core.
“Well?” Williams asks.
I turn to him, the trance momentarily broken.
He glances at his watch. “They’re not quite ready for us to work on the mission yet,” he says, “so what do you say? Do you want to go inside?”
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I have a little bit of time to kill until they’re ready for me upstairs. Williams said that himself, and he’s also the one who took it a step further and just invited me to go inside the Vita.
I know I have a job to do, even if I don’t know exactly what it is yet, and I’m not down here resting on my laurels.
Sure, when I first landed I did feel like my job was done.
I brought a warning of impending disaster and an Escape Pod full of evidence down from space, delivering it right into the lap of the people in the world with the best chance of doing something about it.
But…
There’s a difference between resting on your laurels and taking a couple of minutes to smell the roses all around you. Don’t get me wrong: I wouldn’t be spending even a couple of seconds looking at the Vita if there was any real demand for my time in the war room or anywhere else right now.
But they don’t need me right now. The next few minutes are going to pass either way, so I figure I might as well see if this marvel of design and engineering can possibly be any more impressive on the inside than it already is from here.
“I’d love to check it out,” I reply to President Williams’ offer, satisfied with my reasoning that there’s nothing to feel guilty about in briefly following my feelings of wonder.
The Vita is a few hundred yards away — that alone tells you something about the scale of this hangar — and the length of it seems to go on and on and on.
The coarsest way to describe the shape would be to say it’s like a giant bulbous rocket with wings. I’m really not doing it justice to say this, but one thought in my head is that the rudimentary shape kind of brings to mind a Zeppelin.
We’re facing the tip from our position, and I have a feeling that when I get to the back I’m going to see that the whole thing is waiting to be tilted onto a launch platform. There’s no way it’s fitting through a tunnel to launch from outside.
The idea I had earlier about the hangar’s roof retracting doesn’t feel so far-fetched now that my broader ideas of what’s possible have been shattered all over again by the size of the Vita.
However limited my stunned mind is right now in trying to describe the shape, I’m having just as much trouble with the scale.
I don’t think I’m going to be able to tell Joe anything about this next time I talk to him and Eva. The situation in Colorado could get pretty uncomfortable, like Major warned, if word got out that some people were going to be evacuated while the rest had to stay behind. In all honesty, though, I would have real trouble even knowing where to start if I tried to describe it.
The most superlative words I have can’t do this thing justice.
What’s bigger than gargantuan?
What’s more incredible than incredible?
What’s the best point of reference for something that I would have dismissed as impossible if I’d seen an artist’s conception of it before my eyes fell upon the real thing?
All I know is that Joe’s jaw would have hit the floor as soon as he saw this thing. His feet would have left it behind, too, and he’d have been halfway to the entrance before Williams even uttered the invitation.
“I felt the same way when I first saw her,” he says, staring at what must be a pretty dumb-looking expression on my face. “There’s really nothing to say, is there?”
I shake my head dumbly. There’s not.
There’s a lot to ask, for sure, but I don’t know if Williams is going to be the man with the answers.
I start with one he should be able to handle, because it’s about something he told me.
“You said there were contingency plans for a small number of people to be evacuated off-Earth,” I say. “How many?”
“Everyone here,” he replies without missing a beat.
I look at him with ever-wider eyes. “There are eight thousand people in this bunker.”
He nods. “The Vita is the jewel of the whole ERF program, Ray. This is the flagship bunker, with the highest threshold for who got in, and the Vita was designed to make sure they can all get out, too. What you see is the launch configuration. It’s basically a cocoon. If this thing was fifty times smaller, I’d understand if you wouldn’t be overly impressed. Without the mind-blowing scale, it would just be a big rocket. But when you see the final configurations — even on paper — you’ll be blown away all over again.”
“Yeah?” I push.
“Big yeah,” Williams grins. “The Vita isn’t just a spaceship that can go somewhere. She’s much more than that. And that’s fortunate, you know, since even with the discovery of Bayzen 108b there essentially is nowhere for her to go. Not without a major reconfiguration of the fuel tanks and a vast supply of theocite to enrich the BioZol that can be easily synthesized on board, at least.”
I’ve never really gotten into the habit of using ‘she’ and ‘her’ for spacecraft in the way people usually do for other ships, but Williams clearly has. I guess I’ll go with it.
“So if we had the right fuel, they actually think she could handle the trip to Bayzen?” I ask. “I mean, obviously we don’t — that’s the whole point. For the fuel to be anywhere potent enough, we would need an amount of theocite we didn’t even know existed until I found the data on the station. And we are where we are because we know what kind of cataclysmic force it would take to access those deposits.”
We’re still standing next to the light switches as I try to get my head around what I’m hearing. Williams belatedly holds out a hand to usher me forward. I walk.
“Right,” he says. “But other fuel sources will be developed as time goes on, Ray, just like yours was. And when the Vita launches, she can expand into one of several configurations. A project as big as this had to be designed to be as future-proof as possible, so she can expand into a form optimized for long-distance travel. But that’s not what would happen if she has to launch before our clock hits zero. If that happens, she will transform into an orbital station to make The Beacon look like Mir. One of the main breakthroughs ZolaCore made with The Beacon was the fact that it was almost self-sustaining. The Vita takes that ‘almost’ out of the equation. It wouldn’t be life as we know it, but in theory the evacuees could live on board indefinitely.”
And there it is. Now I get it.
The big blank space in my understanding about why anyone was giving credence to a planetary evacuation came from the fact that there’s nowhere for us to go. But when the vehicle is the destination, that question goes out the window.
“So who paid for this?” I ask. “And did you always know about it?”
He nods briskly at the second part of my double question. “You’re really asking a much bigger question about ERF funding. Obviously we paid for most of it, just like everything else. We’ve heavily subsidized most of the other member nations to ensure they have bunkers of their own, but none of them have anything like this. Somewhere around a quarter of our bunker’s population was born outside of the country, so this isn’t an ‘American bunker’ in that sense. Most of that quarter have lived here full-time long before there was any reason to think the bunker or the Vita would be used. The craft in front of you is the fruit of a cooperative effort from thousands of mankind’s greatest minds, Ray, and if she ever has to launch they’ll be right there with her.”
No particular part of his answer comes as a real surprise, it’s just a lot to take in all at once. I know a lot of stuff goes on that the public never finds out about, or only hears about decades later. This just feels so big and so consequential, I’m impressed that I’ve never heard a peep about it.
It sounds like the people most closely involved in the Vita’s creation and construction have lived here full-time for a while. And I suppose it makes sense that anyone with a guaranteed ticket on the only ride off of Earth in case of a colossal disaster would keep quiet to protect their spot. Self-preservation is a strong motivator.
I don’t understand quite so much why governments and bunker crews in other countries would go along with keeping it quiet, especially when the disasters started hitting.
As I think about it, though, I guess anyone who knew anything would have a spot in their local bunker, and then we’re back to the same logic where keeping quiet is the only way to make sure they get there safely.
Things must have gotten seriously messy on the streets when word of the bunker evacuations started getting out. Not everyone can stay tight-lipped once chaos hits, as I saw with some of the text messages I found on the station, and that’s especially true when a lot of people’s invitations would have come as a total surprise.
I know for sure that Eva had no idea we were on the list for Colorado until she got the urgent invite, for one thing.
Being down here almost makes it too easy to forget how much damage Zola’s demented scheme has already wrought on Earth, and how much destruction he’s already caused.
The thought of abandoning Earth and the people in our other bunkers makes my stomach churn, but two things about the last-resort possibility of a planetary evacuation make me glad the Vita is sitting in front of me.
First — and most importantly by far — is that Eva and Joe are going to be okay whether or not my upcoming mission succeeds.
Second, on the other hand, is that Zola won’t have a free pass to complete his plan even if the motherlode detonation can’t be stopped.
Given the size of the Vita and what Williams has already told me about its various configurations and future-proofing, I figure it has to be armed to the teeth with defensive weaponry for dealing with comet-like threats and who knows what else.
I also know that Ignacio Zola is a sitting duck on The Beacon, with his own rendezvous with his New Zealand-based evacuees not scheduled until a full day after the detonation.
Long story short, he’s not winning. He’s not getting away with this.
There’s no telling how much structural and lasting damage the motherlode detonation would do to Earth, besides our knowledge from ZolaCore’s fallout maps that it will be unsurvivable on any continent and at any depth.
Evacuees on the Vita might be able to return to the surface after months or years or even decades. Earth might not be lost forever, and they might not be consigned to life in orbit.
One other point is that if the motherlode detonation tragically goes ahead but our own evacuees manage to take out Zola and cut off the head of the hydra, the disturbed theocite reserves would then be there for the taking. Bayzen 108 could lie in wait, after all.
We reach the Vita’s shadow, which brings the scale into even sharper focus.
“We’ll soon reach an access ramp,” Williams tells me. “The proximity sensor should bring it down for us.”
All of a sudden, I stop walking.
“A little bit further,” he says.
I shake my head. “I don’t want to go inside,” I decide.
His expression changes. “Why?”
“I just don’t,” I reply.
I’m not trying to be evasive, I simply don’t know how to vocalize the feeling that just hit me.
“I… I don’t want to get too comfortable with the idea that we’re going to need this,” I eventually explain. “Cortés burned his boats to show his men there was no alternative to a successful conquest. I have no problem with the Vita being here as a backup, but the last thing I need to do is step inside and see how comfortable our boat is.”
Williams tips his head back slightly, as though studying me with more attention than ever.
“I’m glad to know this is here, so thanks for that. But I’ve seen more than enough,” I insist.
“I can respect that,” he replies, holding firm eye contact. “We might as well head back, then. I could tell you what I know about the mission so it doesn’t all come as a surprise.”
I take one last long look at the Vita before turning back the way we came.
“Sure,” I say. “I think I’ve pieced together that we’re sending out some kind of scouting robot and they want me in the room to look at what it finds. Is that right?”
“Mmmm… to an extent,” Williams says. “You’ll be more involved than that.”
“They want me to control its eye-based cameras?”
He makes the exact same sound. “Mmmm…”
“And it’s either going to Site B at the bottom of the Atlantic, or maybe New Zealand?”
Williams stops dead in his tracks, with a slight smile on his face. “No no no. You’re miles out now.”
“So what is it?” I ask, point-blank. It’s not the first time I’ve inquired but it is the first time I get the sense that a real answer is coming.
“Well, Ray, we wouldn’t be doing this if we didn’t have to, but we’re preparing to launch an advanced remote droid on a high-risk mission to The Beacon.”
“We’re what?!” I ask.
“It’ll launch soon,” he says. “And you’re going to be controlling it.”
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“We can’t kill Zola,” I blurt out.
It’s the first reaction I have. I can’t think of any other reason why Williams and Major would be planning to send a robot to The Beacon, and I absolutely need them to understand that disturbing Zola’s suspended animation capsule is a terrible idea.
I’ve seen the security systems up there first-hand. Most of all, I’ve seen them in and around the lab where he’s holed up.
Any dead man’s switch he has in place could have far-reaching consequences, too. Much further-reaching than they might think.
Hell, for all I know anything happening to Zola could expedite their whole timeline. His people in New Zealand could get an automatic order to evacuate straight away and the detonations could follow right afterwards.
We’re already up against the clock now, let alone by the time a craft reaches The Beacon, so anything like that is the last thing we can afford.
“Oh, that’s not what we’re planning,” Williams reassures me. He sounds surprised that I ever thought it might be.
I’m glad to hear that. And believe me, the relief is huge.
Major seems like a majorly stubborn guy from what I’ve seen so far, and if his mind was set on doing something to Zola I don’t know if I could have talked him out of it.
Having a robot on the station that we can control from here could bring advantages on that front, though. Before I came down to Earth I briefly considered sticking around to take Zola hostage when he woke up from his suspended animation. That’s scheduled to happen an hour before the detonation.
So yeah… the chance to have something up there when he wakes certainly won’t hurt.
The presence of a robot at his lab’s doorway, and especially one which might be armed with even defter and more dangerous implements than helpful old Bex was, could give us some last-minute leverage if we haven’t foiled his plan by then.
This still doesn’t tell me the urgent reason for the upcoming mission, though, and I’m all ears to hear it.
“You did incredibly well to bring down as much evidence as you did, Ray,” Williams says. “The black box alone is giving our analysts vast amounts of useful data to work with. Do you remember Shaun, the young man who was next to you at the table? He’s Major’s trusted ‘filter’ for passing on the most important discoveries as every department coordinator feeds them his way. He works hard, and he’s requested that we divide his role between three people. Even when it’s all being fed through the departmental channels and only the highlights are left, we’re finding too much useful information for one man to pass on. There’s a lot to get through.”
“So why are we going back?” I ask.
Williams hits the light switches as we reach the pillar, casting the remarkable Vita into darkness once more. “Well, the things we do know, thanks to your efforts, are highlighting some of the things we don’t. Our offline databases are packed with every academic paper published in the last century and we have intelligence profiles — some very extensive — on almost everyone who was working on The Beacon.”
“The intelligence agencies have files on everyday academics?” I press, feeling a little violated at the thought.
Sure, it could help us right now — and I guess in one sense that in itself lends justification to the surveillance. But it just doesn’t seem like something that should be happening in twenty-first century America.
“ZolaCore employees working on space-related technologies aren’t every day academics,” Williams says, very flatly. “Anyone working in certain fields has to be monitored, Ray. That counts double when they’re part of such a vast private sector machine. Even someone like you had to be closely watched, long before you ever took the ZolaCore placement. It’s for your protection as well as the country’s. Having access to certain tools and equipment can make you a target for external spying, too. A lot of the time, that’s what we’re guarding against.”
I don’t like it, but I don’t have a good counter argument on the tip of my tongue. It’s also not what really matters right now.
“The point is,” Williams says, “we know what kinds of research your station colleagues did on Earth and the black box gives us great insights into what a lot of them were doing on the station. But our data analysts have looked at key researchers of interest and we’ve seen security footage showing where they store paper documents that look extremely important.”
I nod as the understanding hits me.
We’re sending a robot to The Beacon to find things — as quickly as possible — and I’m the only person here who’s ever set foot there. That’s the unique experience they were talking about: the two months I spent on the station, not the hours I spent controlling Bex.
“It’s just like we wouldn’t know about the detonation timeline or even Bayzen 108b if you hadn’t seen them with your own eyes,” Williams goes on. “You found out about one on Zola’s computer and the other in one of the secure labs. But none of that information was ever logged on the central repository in the black box. None of it.”
“So what specific things will I be looking for?”
“Well, it’s going to be a team effort to hunt for all of it,” he says. “I’m told the droid is more complex than the robot you worked with on The Beacon. You’ll be controlling the movement and the eye-based cameras, but you’re not going to be able to control the hand attachments. Apparently the muscle mimicry control system works similarly to the one you operated up there. Unfortunately there are no lightweight gloves for controlling the hands. The ‘gloves’ for this system are mounted to a desk-based control console and they’re very heavy. We don’t think your right hand will have the strength required to pass on instructions to pick things up.”
Team efforts are usually for the best, but to control a single robot? I don’t know. That sounds like two people driving one car.
This isn’t really what I was asking about, though, and it feels like something to iron out once we’re getting down to brass tacks.
“So what specific things will we be going for?” I press.
“Off the top of my head… we think we’ve identified schematics of the Site B mining facility. They’re not clear enough in the security footage to help us, but the footage tells us where they are. We’re even more confident we can identify the precise location of their New Zealand bunker, too. That should come from data we expect to find on one of the researchers’ phones that you didn’t bring down. Now that we have reason to believe they have a presence on the Moon, our analysts are searching for any references to identify where we might find more about that, too.”
Okay. Pretty tangible stuff, and at least two things that are going to move us forward in important ways.
Williams called this a high-risk mission and I know why. Put simply, it’s not something we can do without a huge chance of ZolaCore personnel noticing and potentially retaliating against.
Even if I totally succeeded in cutting off contact with the ground when I used Bex to sever the communications cables, we can’t count on them not seeing a launch.
I try to push those fears aside.
They already know I landed here, I remind myself.
It’s not like they can become any more aware of where we are. And the targeted EMP-like attacks Major told me about prove they knew where the bunker was all along, anyway.
It works. With each passing thought, I’m starting to feel more like we don’t have much to lose with this.
I think the term “high-risk” will only really apply to this mission if they want me to take the droid into Zola’s lab, where I left a ceiling-based security sensor countdown at nine seconds.
And like I was thinking earlier, we really don’t want to see what happens if that hits zero.
Based on the few pieces of information Williams knows I’ll be looking for, it seems like the scouting mission is being well thought out. Reckless orders probably aren’t something I have to worry about, but even then I can take solace from the fact that I’ll be the one in control of the robot’s physical movements.
I’m a team player. I can gladly follow sensible orders as well as the next guy.
I know more about The Beacon than anyone else down here, though. That’s why they want my help, and it’s also why I won’t be afraid to call an audible if someone calls a bad play. I know what’s sensible and even more importantly, I know what’s not.
The “someone” who could call a bad play is most likely to be Clarence Major, since as the bunker’s Senior Coordinator he is the guy who ultimately calls the shots.
I wish that wasn’t the case, but it is what it is.
When I packed the Escape Pod full of evidence before my descent, I couldn’t take every phone with me. Just as obviously, I couldn’t search every drawer in every lab for potentially useful documents, either.
I’m glad there was no frustration in Williams’ voice when he talked about any of that, which is typical of the guy’s surprisingly easy manner.
Major’s tone when we get to talking about this in person might be different, so I’m trying to make a conscious decision now not to let it bother me.
Most people here are grateful for what I did on the station and won’t be remotely critical of what I didn’t do, and it won’t make any sense to let Major get to me.
He is what he is and he probably doesn’t even mean to come across how he does, I figure.
Hopefully it’s going to be a fresh start when I get back to the war room. I’ll certainly let bygones be bygones.
“And how long do we think all of this will take?” I ask. “We must be down to, what, 78 hours already?”
“78:52:21,” Williams says after clicking a button on the side of his watch. “Launch preparation is almost complete. The droid will be loaded very soon and I believe you’ll be able to practice controlling a different one with a robotics expert during the launch process and the journey. There will be no wasted time.”
I like the sound of that.
“It’ll all be faster than you would probably think,” he goes on. “The Moon is well out of reach in the workable time we have at our disposal, as we spoke about earlier. But you know better than anyone how close the station is. The scouting mission itself should take no more than two or three hours at most, and I’m assured some of the technology we’re sending up will grant instant control-level access to any phones we’re targeting, as well as any hard drives or computers. Obviously the cameras will instantly relay any written or printed information, too.”
I turn back to look into the hangar as we reach the door to the long corridor that brought us here. “I feel pretty good about this,” I say.
Williams pats my shoulder in support. “Good. Now let’s go and get you acquainted with what you’ll be dealing with.”
I never thought I’d see the inside of The Beacon again and I definitely didn’t want to go back. Controlling a robot from the safety of the bunker doesn’t sound all that bad, though.
As it sinks in, I’m actually kind of looking forward to doing it… not just getting it done.
One day I’ll tell the story to Joe and he’ll hang on every word. He loves robots about half as much as he loves space, which is still twice as much as most kids love anything, so this will be right up his alley.
The fact that we have as much technology as we do down here gives me real hope for the challenges ahead. We have the Vita, which blows away anything I could have imagined, and it sounds like we have a robot much more advanced than the one that impressed me so much on The Beacon.
We’re not outgunned, is what I’m getting at.
We’re not going to be out-thought, either. Not with all the great minds that have been at work poring through the mountains of data I brought down from the station, and who are now developing a treasure hunt-style list of things for me to find when we send a robot back up.
And with President Williams promising to stay to the bitter end, just like I will, I know one more thing that might count most of all:
We sure as hell aren’t going to be out-fought.
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Just like a return always does, my walk back to the war room feels a lot shorter than my initial walk to the hangar.
Hangar is still the word in my mind when I think of the vast area where all the vehicles are stored, but I’m really starting to think launch site would fit just as well. That roof has to open. There’s just no way something of the Vita’s size is going anywhere except straight up.
I guess the presence of the Vita makes it more than a launch site, too. Let’s go with spaceport.
We continue right past Laika and Lindell’s rooms.
I can’t help but wonder what’s going on in each, and only when Lindell is brought to mind do I consciously remember that I’ve been wearing the remarkable contact lenses he gave me. They work flawlessly, but I’ve been taking the crystal-clear vision for granted since it isn’t that much of a jump from the regular glasses Williams gave me much earlier.
I’m very intrigued to see what functional role the lenses will play in my remote scouting mission on The Beacon. I’m sure I’ll have a chance to talk with Lindell again before we get started, because his name came up along with that of Isaac Hargreaves when Major first mentioned an important mission.
I still don’t know who Driver is, and can’t even be sure I didn’t mishear the name like Lindell thinks I might have.
Just as I open my mouth to ask Williams, out of curiosity more than anything else, Major emerges from the war room up ahead. He sees us coming.
“The very men I want to see,” he says. Instantly, I detect a change in his demeanor as well as his tone.
Shaun follows him out from the doorway, looking absolutely exhausted. I can’t blame the guy for asking for extra help in filtering through the ocean of data coming his way, for his own health as well as our chances of success. He forces a smile my way — not forced because it’s fake, but because it probably takes about as much energy as he can muster for anything.
Major extends a hand as I reach him. “Fresh start, Barclay. What do you say?”
I shake it. “Fresh start.”
“So you’re in?” he asks. “I hear you were spotted in the hangar. And you’ll have seen everything, I assume. Did that swing it? Now that you know your family will be okay after the mission, no matter what?”
“I’m glad the option is there,” I reply, keeping some of my feelings to myself.
Major doesn’t seem at all annoyed that Williams took me to the spaceport — and I’m sticking with that, even if he’s going with hangar — so I guess they spoke about it.
I don’t know if Williams had to work hard in persuading him to ease up or if he naturally cooled off like I did when the heat of the moment passed. Either way, he seems to have genuinely softened towards me.
“In regard to next steps, Shaun tells me both Hargreaves and Lindell say they’ve met you already?” Major says. “That’s good.”
“Yeah,” I say. “I’m wearing Lindell’s lenses now, but I didn’t actually know who Hargreaves was when I spoke to him. It was just a general talk with him and his daughter. He only introduced himself as Isaac. I guess he hadn’t heard anything about working with me at that point.”
“He hadn’t,” Shaun interjects. He’s a quiet man, even when he does talk, so much so that I lean in for the next part. “Isaac has been having a hard time engaging. You’ll know why, since you spoke to him. He’s all-in to help with this mission, though. I think he’s talking to the launch crew about positioning the droid right now, and then he’ll be back to talk you through the controls. He has no doubt you’ll be able to handle it.”
The thing is, I do know why Isaac would be having a hard time engaging with anything, but it’s not because he told me.
It was Lindell who filled me in on the fact that Isaac’s wife missed their evacuation flight. For their daughter’s sake, Isaac clearly didn’t want to bring it up.
All I noticed at the time was how tired he looked, even compared to everyone else. They’ve all been down here for three nights and they’ve all lost loved ones who weren’t lucky enough to get into a bunker, but it can’t be as raw as it is for Isaac.
Major claps his hands together and resumes walking the other way. It looks like we won’t be having much more of a talk right now.
“Okay,” he adds. “Well, I’m going to brief Driver on what we need and make sure everything is set for the practice run. President Williams, I’d love to walk and talk if you want to join us. And Ray… this is the last chance you’re going to have to talk to your family for a while, until the mission is done. Our line is open to Colorado for now, but it won’t be again until the mission is over. I would take the chance if I were you. One thing: don’t mention the Vita. I don’t think I have to say that, but just in case.”
“You don’t,” I reply as he leaves, with Shaun in tow.
Williams tilts his head towards the video room where I spoke to my family earlier, encouraging me to take Major’s offer while it stands. He goes with Major and Shaun.
I noticed both that Major definitely said something about someone called Driver — no mishearing, after all — and also that he said “President Williams” instead of the dismissively informal “Noah” he used during our first meeting.
The changes I see in him are for the better, and all things considered the last two hours have been fairly positive.
Laika is doing well, Lindell gave me the lenses, my family has a guaranteed route to safety, and I have a tangible way of assisting our bid to prevent Zola’s destructive scheme from playing out.
The road ahead is long and winding, but at least I can see the next few turns.
As I turn towards the video room, I notice that there’s now an ERF security guard stationed outside.
I walk over. He doesn’t budge.
“I’m here to talk to Colorado,” I tell him, deliberately not asking for permission but also trying not to sound overly demanding.
“Did the boss send you?”
I nod.
The man steps aside.
“Thanks,” I say.
“Hey,” he calls after me as I reach for the door. “Nice work up there.”
I turn back and thank him for that, too.
When I walk inside, there’s no one else in the room.
Fortunately the screen is already active, showing the same concrete backdrop I saw earlier, albeit with no one in front of it. If it hadn’t been live, I would have had to go and find someone who could help initiate a link with the Colorado bunker.
“Oh,” a startled voice utters from the unseen speakers. A woman appears a few seconds later. “Mr. Barclay… I’ll get them right away.”
She’s gone before I can say anything.
I stand twiddling my thumbs for what feels like forever but is probably only really two or three minutes. I don’t know what time it is or if we’re even using time in that sense anymore, but Eva and Joe could be fast asleep for all I know. They had no reason to expect me to call now.
When Eva appears, her eyes are heavy. There’s no Joe, either.
She has been sleeping.
“I didn’t mean for them to wake you,” I say.
She shakes her head. “Don’t be stupid. How’s it going? Where are we on a plan, or a plane, or anything else?”
“We have a good plan to move everything forward,” I tell her. “Everything is set up to launch a robotic probe back up to the station, and I’m going to control it to find some information that will tell us everything we need to know about the undersea mine. It could show us where the bunker is in New Zealand, too. I’m going to be busy on that for the next little while, but they’ve promised I can leave in 24 hours. I’m the only one here who has actually been on the station. They really need my help.”
After a brief hesitation, she nods. “You know we want you here right now, Ray. But if there is where you can help stop this, then there is where you need to be.”
“I know,” I say. “But listen… you’re going to be okay. There are some things I can’t tell you right now because I don’t know who’s listening, but you’re absolutely going to be okay. Trust me.”
Eva smiles. “You haven’t let me down yet,” she says.
A knock on the door behind me then takes my attention, just in time to see it open. It’s the guard I saw a minute ago, who doesn’t seem to realize that there’s hardly any point in knocking if you’re going to come in so quickly, anyway.
Behind him, I see someone else: Isaac Hargreaves.
“Sorry, man… I didn’t actually ask the guard to interrupt,” Isaac says. “It’s just that I’m supposed to walk you through some things and when I passed Major in the hallway he said you were in here.”
“It’s okay,” I reply.
“Ray,” Eva chimes in, speaking more loudly than before, “I’ll let you go. I know there has to be a lot for you to work on. Thanks for calling. I’ll be here with Joe for the good news tomorrow.”
“Sorry again,” Isaac interjects, this time talking to Eva. “But hey… uh, do you know if there’s anyone in your bunker who was supposed to be here? A Clara Hargreaves?”
“I really don’t know,” Eva replies. I can see in her expression that she understands the context of the question without having to ask for it. “I’ll ask around.”
“Thank you,” Isaac says, a tragic weakness in the words.
Eva and I say our goodbyes, and as soon as she’s gone I turn to Isaac.
“Lindell already told me,” I say. “We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, but I’m here if you do. And listen… I’ve seen with my own eyes how bad it is out there, so I’m the last guy who wants to give you false hope. But when I looked down at Earth, I thought Eva and Joe were dead. She thought I was dead, too. All I’m saying is, you never know. A one in a million chance is still not none in a million.”
I see Isaac’s lips tighten. “Thanks,” he forces out. “Now let’s go and do what we can to lower the chance of things getting any worse.”
“Amen to that,” I say, and together we set off to get started on my whirlwind training.
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“Where’s Beth, anyway?” I ask Isaac as we walk across the all-but deserted Assembly Hall.
“She’s with another couple and their two kids,” he says. “In their dorm. Easiest kid you’ll ever meet, I swear.”
I don’t dwell on this, because I don’t think talking too much about his family is going to do Isaac any good right now. I’m glad to hear he has some friends who can take some of the load, though, and it definitely helps that little Beth is okay being away from him for the night.
The room Isaac is using as a lab turns out to be in the same hallway as Lindell’s and Laika’s, albeit a fair way further along. When we reach the door and he leads me in, I feel a smile growing and growing on my face.
No metal object will ever have a place in my heart like Bex, after all the drama we got through together on the station. But that doesn’t change the fact that the droid in the middle of Isaac’s lab is hands-down the coolest looking robot my eyes have ever seen.
Where Bex looked unfinished on the outside, this thing is ready for sale. It’s so much slicker, too… like looking at a sports car versus a pickup truck, if the sports car was blown up to the same size.
The legs look like they have far more range of motion than Bex’s, too. It brings to mind action figures I had as a kid, especially wrestlers. I remember how the ones I had would seem like the coolest things ever until the next generation came along with twice as many points of articulation in each limb, making the old ones look clunky and rigid in comparison.
Some of the old ones still meant more to me on account of how long I’d had them, just like Bex has a place in my heart from our trials and tribulations over the last few days, but “new and improved” is often more than a marketing gimmick.
“He’s not as complicated to control as he looks,” Isaac says, no doubt noticing how closely I’m looking at the legs.
“Ah, so this one is a he,” I laugh. “The one I found on the station was a girl.”
He laughs, too.
I have to commend the guy for seeing the funny side of anything right now, but he’s clearly a real trooper.
“I call them all Toby,” he goes on. “Beth used to say tobot instead of robot when she was really small, so it kinda stuck.”
“I like it,” I nod. “Toby it is. So you say he’ll be easy to control?”
Isaac points me towards a desk, where I belatedly notice a bizarre control console. I see pedals on the ground and two large metal, I don’t know, gauntlets on the top of the desk.
Those must be for controlling the hands, I figure. From the size of the things, I can see why Williams said my injury-weakened right hand won’t be able to use them properly.
“Don’t worry about the hands,” Isaac says. “Apparently they have someone else for that. I would have done it but Major wanted a pilot. I think my mistake was telling him that the hand controls are easy to learn but take a lot of focus and calmness under pressure to operate. He said I’ve never done this under real pressure so I’d be better off teaching someone with proven reaction speed and composure.”
“Driver?” I say.
He nods. “That’s the name I heard. I’ll talk you through the eye cameras once Lindell is here, which should be any minute now, because he’s the real expert on that. And as for the feet…”
As Isaac trails off, he holds a hand out to encourage me to take a seat at the desk.
“We’re stripping the controls to the absolute minimum you’ll need,” he explains. “We’re not doing a full leg-map or anything like that. No wearables whatsoever for this mission, unless you count the lenses. All you have to do is apply pressure to those pedals and Toby will walk forward.”
“But what about directional control?” I ask right away. “The Robex-2 I worked with on the station had a handheld remote with one joystick for moving forward and one for turning.”
He shakes his head. “That’s where Lindell’s lenses come in. Toby will follow your focus. That part, more than any other, is easier than it sounds. Believe me.”
I hear the words, but I’m struggling to buy them. “Can’t I just have a physical directional control? A single joystick would literally do it, or I could even go for the wearable leg sensors you mentioned. This sounds—”
“Calm down, man,” Isaac says. He adds a slight chuckle that puts me a little more at ease than I would be without it, because it signals that he really does think I’m getting worked up over nothing.
I take a slow breath.
“There you go,” he grins. “Breathe it out. This is going to be the most natural directional control system you’ll ever use — guaranteed. Imagine you’re walking around a maze you’ve never been in before. Are you consciously thinking about which way to move your feet, or do they just go the way you face?”
“But my brain is controlling the eyes and the legs,” I say. “If you’re driving a car, it doesn’t just go where you look. Your hands need to turn the wheel.”
“This is nothing like driving a car, Ray,” he assures me. “You won’t feel like you’re controlling anything. What the cameras in Toby’s eye see will be exactly what you see. It’ll be all you see. You won’t see this room — you’ll see the station. The radio linkup between our bunker and the craft that docks on The Beacon will deliver a full-vision stream to the lenses in your eyes. Latency is absolutely minimal and it’s mitigated to the point that you would be doing well to even notice it.”
Okay, it sounds slightly more natural when he puts it like that.
When we launch our craft to the station, we’ll be closer to its orbital position than we are to my family in Colorado. That proximity is a huge benefit when it comes to the latency issue.
World-class surgeons have been performing remote operations for years, across much bigger distances than we’ll be dealing with, and they obviously need to work with a lot more precision than we’ll need here.
I thought about this when I hoped someone on Earth might have been able to help me fix The Beacon’s broken pipe, and this time I’m glad that a remote application actually will be possible.
“Toby’s speed is going to be massively capped, too,” Isaac goes on, “because you won’t be running around up there. This is my life’s work, Ray, combined with Lindell’s to make everything as easy as possible for you. You’ve done way harder things than this in the past few days. Keep that in mind if you need to. We all have faith in you, so you might as well have some in yourself, right?
“I have faith in the plan and I have faith in Toby,” I say with a smile. “And yeah, I think I can do it.”
Hearing the sound of the door opening, we both turn to look.
“We’ll get to the camera controls now that he’s here,” Isaac says, clearly expecting Lindell to step in.
Lindell doesn’t step in, though.
Instead, I see Luna — the extremely unwelcoming young woman I met in the spaceport. She’s still wearing her grease-stained silver ERF shirt and she’s still wearing her rather-be-doing-anything-else expression.
She shoots me a look that’s more of a scowl than a glance, then walks over to Isaac and extends a hand.
“I guess you must be Hargreaves?” she asks.
“Guilty as charged,” he replies.
She nods and shakes his hand.
“Driver,” she says, both introducing herself and crushing my good vibes with that one single word. “I hear you have a robot for me to control?”
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“You’re Driver?” I ask, sighing out the words with a disdain I couldn’t control even if I wanted to.
“What am I missing here?” Isaac muses, glancing between us.
Luna shrugs. Or Driver shrugs, I guess. “I didn’t kiss his ass like everyone else around here does,” she says. “Apparently he doesn’t like that.”
“No no no… you snapped at me before I saw you,” I shoot back. “All that crap about how we’d have a problem if I don’t stay in my lane, and how I’m too personally involved to be reliable. Remember?”
“Still lost over here,” Isaac chimes in.
I turn my palms up in a gesture of frustration. “She was in the spaceport when Williams showed me around.”
“Hangar,” she corrects me.
“Well there’s a spaceship, so it’s a spaceport,” I tell her.
The fact Isaac doesn’t jump in again here tells me he already knows there’s a spaceship, but after a few seconds of thought I realize he might just know about the small craft that’s going to take his robot to the station. The Vita is probably more closely guarded.
“Anyway…” I continue. “She seems to think I can’t be trusted to focus on what we have to do here just because my family is in Colorado. Apparently she also thought I wanted her to fly me there.”
“He’s not even supposed to be in this bunker,” she says, facing Isaac.
“Neither are you,” I retort, staring straight at her until she turns back to me. “People in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones, genius.”
That breaks her measured expression.
“What, did you forget I heard that?” I go on. “Maybe dial back the hard-ass routine and get on board with what we’re all here to do. Major wants a pilot for this and I know you got him here, so I’m not surprised he’s trusting you with this over anyone else. And yeah… I heard that part, too.”
I’ve totally stretched the limit of what I know with these two related things Williams mentioned, but the way I’ve casually called them back has succeeded in breaking her pointlessly combative frame.
“I’ve told no one what I saw in the spaceport, not even Eva,” I go on, not trying to sound overly intense but also not trying to hold back. “I’m in here working on this instead of kicking up a shitstorm out there and demanding a flight to Colorado. I need you to see that, okay? I also need you to understand that I knew my family was in Colorado but I landed here because this is where I saw the bunker where I knew my warning could be acted on. Which part of that is it that makes you doubt me?”
She stares right back at me with narrow eyes. I have no idea what she’s going to say next, but it looks like she’s thinking hard about how to word it.
The sound of the door opening again provides a timely break in the tension. It is Lindell this time, and the look on his face as he takes in our positions and body language makes it obvious that he’s wondering what the hell he’s just walked into.
“Everything okay?” he asks.
Lindell is the oldest among us by far, and even at 35 I’m pretty sure I’m the second oldest by a good few years. Isaac is probably pushing 30, but I’d honestly be surprised if I learned that Luna… Driver… is much older than 21.
I don’t know what happened that led to her being the pilot to bring Major here in the nick of time, but it’s clearly earned her a lot of credit as well as a place in the ERF’s flagship bunker. It’s surely earned her a place on the Vita, too, if this mission doesn’t work out and a planetary evacuation becomes reluctantly necessary.
“We’re all good,” she says, her tone much softer than before. “Just waiting for you so we can get started.”
I share a glance with Isaac and shrug. If she’s willing to pretend there was never any animosity and just get on to what matters, we certainly are.
“And you’re Driver?” he asks, obviously just keen to confirm it, having heard the name as many times as I did without knowing whose it was.
“Sure am. Gerry Lindell, right?”
He nods and they shake hands.
“So it’s Luna Driver?” I ask. “President Williams called you Luna.”
“Williams doesn’t know me,” she replies, still sounding less abrasive than she did earlier, but now only a little. “Driver’s not my ‘name’ but that’s what everyone who knows me calls me. If you want to know me and make this easy, I’m Driver. If you want to be an asshole…”
“I only asked,” I say, holding my hands up.
This name thing is obviously a touchy subject for her for reasons I don’t remotely care about enough to get into, so I’ll leave it there. Driver it is.
“But you do know Ray is driving the robot, right?” Isaac asks. “When you came in you said you’re here to control it. Did they tell you that’s only the hands? You know you’re working with Ray?”
She turns to me. “Yeah.”
Lindell walks over to the desk and puts down the computer he’s been holding. He then produces a small box from his pocket, exactly like the one my lenses came in. He hands it to Driver.
“Have you worn contact lenses before?” he asks.
“Not real ones,” she says. “Only color-changing cosmetic ones when I was younger. Never for longer than a few hours.”
I’m not too surprised to hear this from Driver. Her long dark hair is up in a ponytail, but I see some streaked purple coloring at the tips.
Lindell nods. “Good. That’s better than no experience at all, and I can promise you these will be more comfortable. Now, I’ve pre-disabled absolutely all of the gestures and features on this pair, so all you’ll see is a straight feed from the droid — just like Ray will. Ray’s eye movements will control the robot’s focus by way of the cameras in its eyes, but you’re going to see the same thing whichever way you look. I want you to know that it’s normal for that to feel disorienting and uncomfortable at first. I also want you to remember that you can close your eyes at any point. And if you ever feel like you don’t want to continue, please let me know. That’s why we’re having this familiarization session. There’s no pressure here, okay?”
“I think I can do it,” she says.
Driver’s overall demeanor seems so different since I challenged her to lay out her exact issue with me, I almost feel bad for addressing her so forcefully.
Without the aggressive tone and the rest of her swagger, it’s become even more obvious just how young she is.
The fact she wasn’t supposed to be in this bunker — which I’m still wondering about, given the ERF uniform — makes me think she’s on her own, too, without any personal companions.
The past three days and nights can’t have been easy for her, I figure. And in her shoes, I might not have a lot of time for someone if I thought their desire to be elsewhere was going to disrupt my chances of long-term survival.
“This is going to be a lot easier than flying,” I say.
“Oh, you’re a pilot?” Lindell asks her. “Well, I’m sorry for wasting your time with the disclaimers. You’ve got this all day long.”
Driver smiles slightly and opens the box.
“Now, I’ll take care of linking everything up,” Lindell says. “Ray, when I count to three, I want you to close your eyes. When I tell you to reopen them, you’ll be seeing everything from the droid’s perspective. It’s going to feel like you’re standing where he’s standing. That’s the easiest way to think of it. Or like first-person VR, if that helps.”
“It does,” I say.
“But we’re calling him Toby like we usually do,” Isaac chimes in.
Lindell chuckles. “Of course we are. So that’s what you’ll see, Ray. And Driver, you’ll see the same thing. The difference is, you won’t be in control of what you see. I’d like you to close your eyes when I count to three, too, and then reopen them when I say so.”
“That’s fine,” she nods. “I’ve done a lot of retrospective flight analysis from footage filmed on wraparound glasses. It’s not exactly the same, but I’m not as new to this as most people would be.”
She already has the lenses in, too, with no hesitation or problems to speak of. Maybe Major chose well, after all.
“Rock and roll?” Isaac says, looking between all three of us.
“You haven’t told me much about controlling the feet,” I say.
“And you haven’t told me anything about the hands,” Driver adds.
Isaac shrugs, casually rather than indifferently. “This is just practice. The fastest way to learn is by doing.”
Driver and I share a glance.
“Okay,” I say with as much certainty as I can muster. “Rock and roll…”
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Isaac performs some gestures on his computer screen, clearly working through a lot of options and settings, then looks back up at me.
“Okay, Ray… if you just put your feet on the pedals and get ready to push them. Have you ever played the piano?”
I shake my head.
“Oh well,” he says. “It wouldn’t really have helped, anyway.”
That brings a few laughs all round.
I like Isaac a lot. He has an easy way about him and always seems keen to put people at ease, even when his heart must be breaking on the inside. I don’t know if I could be that strong.
“Driver,” he goes on, “just stick your hands in the grips and they’ll close around your fingers. They’ll be tight, but not too tight. You’ll feel something closer to heaviness than tightness, but you can release them altogether at any point by just opening your hands like you’re trying to flick water off every fingertip at once. That works one hundred percent of the time, but for peace of mind: I’ll also be here to hit the stop button the millisecond you ask me to. All good?”
“All good,” she confirms.
I put my feet on the pedals under the desk while Driver lifts a chair from the stacked pile in the corner and places one next to me. She politely hands one to Lindell, too, who then sits at his computer instead of crouching over it.
Isaac thanks her for the offer of another but chooses to stand. “And Toby is live,” he announces. “Let’s play around before we engage the lenses.”
I press my foot on the left pedal and watch as the robotic droid — Toby — slowly lifts his foot.
“Faster,” Isaac says. “Pitter patter, like a doggy paddle.”
I do as he says, which makes Toby move away from us in the direction he’s facing.
Toby doesn’t move fast, even as I move my feet pretty quickly. It seems like Isaac really has limited the speed quite significantly, which is no bad thing given my inexperience. The last thing I want to do is send our scouting droid crashing into a wall and or even knock him over.
“And stop,” Isaac instructs. “Now, Driver, do you want to try moving his hands?”
I turn to watch Driver putting her hands into the bizarre control grips. “Grips” was the word Isaac used. And although that’s not what I would have gone with, I can’t think of anything more appropriate off the top of my head.
Her face reacts understandably to what has to be a pretty odd sensation when the outer parts of the grips move inwards to envelop her hands. There must be sensors against the top of her hands now, too, I figure, as well as on the inner section against her palm.
Compared to the gloves I used on the station, this strikes me as a much more cumbersome way of mapping the same kind of human gestures those did.
The movement system here promises to be a lot more natural than I’m used to, though, and I can’t help but think we’d have the best of both worlds if we could combine the two elements.
“Stretch your hands to break free,” Isaac encourages Driver.
She does so, effortlessly, and nods in approval of how easy it was.
“Good,” he says. “Now we’ll put it all together. If you could both close your eyes on my count of three, the lenses will be active when I tell you to reopen them. Just give me a minute here.”
“Don’t look around too suddenly at once,” Driver says, turning to me. “Let me get used to it first, okay?”
“Sure,” I reply. “We’re going to need to work as a team here. You can talk to me if you need me to look down at the hands or anything like that. It’s only our eyes that are going to be taken over by the tech… we’ll still have ears.”
Driver smiles at that, then stops as though she’s caught herself upon remembering that she doesn’t smile.
I wouldn’t call her cold — not so much now, anyway — but she seems very guarded.
Closed off is probably the best term.
Isaac types and swipes away at his computer screen before finally looking back up at us. “One…” he says, grinning with the excitement of someone who loves his work and can’t wait to see a real-world application.
I take a deep breath.
Handing over control of my vision is going to be an odd sensation, but at least I know I can take the lenses out at any point. And I suppose I’m still going to be in control, just via an intermediary pair of cameras in the robot’s eye sockets.
My eye muscle movements will control Toby’s, as far as I understand, and those cameras will send back a first-person point of view stream of exactly what he sees.
“Two…”
Driver is the one giving up control, I realize. She’s at my mercy, and even taking her lenses out is going to require freeing her hands from the heavy metal grips that surround them. She’s taking all of this in her stride, though — more easily than I think I would have.
“And three,” Isaac announces. “Close.”
The last thing I see before I close my eyes is a quick glance from Driver. We both follow Isaac’s instruction at the same time and wait for the next one.
“Just give me a few seconds here…” he says, “… and, we’re done. Okay. Open sesame!”
As soon as my eyes open, I feel my mouth open even wider into an involuntary smile. I’m still looking at the same room, but Toby the robot no longer stands between me and the far wall. I’m truly seeing through his eyes.
“It’s working,” Driver says.
I instinctively turn towards her position relative to the robot, rather than my own body.
“Oh yeah,” Isaac chimes in. “Ray, if you need to turn around, just look to the extreme side of your vision and his whole body will slowly turn. Looking all the way up or all the way down will move his head, too. Sorry, I skipped over that part… that’s why we’re practicing, though. I’ve slowed down his rotation, too, so you don’t have to worry about that. It’s all good, man.”
I look to the far left until Driver comes into view.
“This is so weird,” she says. It really must be, I figure, looking at herself like that.
When I come into view just a little bit further round, I know exactly how she feels.
“Try not to look at yourself,” Lindell chimes in. “That’s not going to help make this feel natural.”
I see him next to Isaac, watching the computer screen which is obviously relaying the visual feed to them, too.
It’s sound advice.
“He’s right, Ray,” Isaac says, his voice returning to a very focused tone rather than the excitedly playful one he’s been using. “Let’s get this moving. Walk over to the table and we’ll work on picking up this pen.”
I look intently at the pen.
It’s kind of funny that Isaac is telling me to walk over to the table instead of telling me to guide Toby there, but I understand. Until I disorientingly came into my own view a few seconds ago, the crystal clear and fully immersive stream on these lenses did make it feel like I was looking through my own eyes.
The pedal-based foot controls also feel surprisingly natural surprisingly quickly. Pumping my feet gets Toby walking at a reasonable speed, probably slightly slower than the average person.
For the real mission on the station I think I’ll ask Isaac to restrict the speed a little bit less. We don’t want to be running around, like he said, but I feel like I could only keep up this repetitive exertion for ten or fifteen minutes at a time.
I reach the table and stop walking.
Ah… there I go catching myself talking as if I’m the one doing the walking!
This really is incredibly immersive.
“Driver, can you try raising your hands for us?” Isaac encourages her. “The sensors will know you want to, by sensing tension at the base of your wrist. There’s a lot of give in the grips, but they’ll feel heavier the more you try to lift the arms.”
“Can you look down a little, Ray?” she says. “So I can see the hands?”
I do. I haven’t paid much attention to Toby’s hands before — my attention was mainly captured by the level of articulation in his arms and especially his legs — but I now see that they look incredibly dexterous, and remarkably more so than Bex’s arm attachments on the station.
Everything feels a little bit less natural now that my immersive vision is staring at a pair of hands that look nothing like my own, but I’m pleased to see the fingers wiggling as Driver tests out her controls.
The hands then rise slowly before lowering again.
“I meant that,” she assures us. “I’m just testing it out.”
“Please do,” Isaac tells her. “Now, Driver, you can move the arms sideways, too. Not much, but a little. Most of the lateral movement has to come from Ray’s focus. Like moving up and down, it’s going to sense the slight movements in your wrist. Just try to relax and move your hand muscles as if you were actually moving your hands freely. It’s going to feel weird at first with the weight of the grips, but you’ll get there.”
I watch the hands move sideways, very slowly, around six inches to the left and then all the way back to the right.
“Okay… I’m going to be quiet and let you two work together to pick up the pen,” Isaac says. “In your own time.”
I focus on the pen, looking straight at it.
When the hands start inching carefully towards it, my gaze instinctively flicks to them. Overcoming that instinct to follow movement isn’t as easy as I thought.
“No,” Driver snaps. “Keep it still!”
“Okay, okay! I’m trying,” I shoot back.
She then reaches for the pen and picks it up. The robotic fingers hold it like someone might hold a dirty twig on its way to a trash can, with the middle knuckle more than the fingertips, but the grip is secure.
“Now bring that towards the collection basket,” Isaac says.
Instinctively I turn to face him, from the robot’s positional perspective.
“Ray!” Driver groans.
“Sorry,” I say, forcing air through my lips as I look back at the pen in our hands. “But what basket?”
“Yeah,” Driver echoes. “What basket?”
When Isaac speaks again, I take special care not to look. “Oh yeah,” he says. “I skipped that, too. Toby has a drawer-like collection basket in his midsection. I’ve set it up to open every time you grasp something with the hands. All the papers and small devices you place in there will be safe. There’s nothing larger on our list so far. If anything gets added that won’t fit in here, we’ll figure something out.”
“I’m going to look,” I tell Driver.
“Try to keep looking at the hands while I slowly move them towards the stomach,” she suggests. “Smooth is better, okay?”
“Okay,” I reply. I’d nod, but all that would do is disturb her visual focus.
I then follow the hands as she brings them inwards, bringing into view a collection basket that’s exactly what I pictured when Isaac described it.
“Focus on the basket,” Driver says. “Just the basket.”
I put every ounce of my focus into looking nowhere else.
I succeed, too. Until I don’t.
My focus is shattered when the door behind us swings open and clatters violently against the wall.
I really don’t like the sound of this…
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“Daddy!” a crying child’s voice calls from the doorway.
My head and eyes shoot round to look — of course they do — and when Toby follows my visual orders, I see little Beth running towards Isaac.
“I had a nightmare and you weren’t there when I woke up,” she goes on, the words increasingly muffled by tears.
In my periphery I also see Driver throwing her hands up, free from the grips, and removing her contact lenses in frustration. She throws them to the ground.
“Basic instructions!” she laments. It’s more of a roar really, and she’s facing Isaac and Lindell rather than me. “He’s not up to it. I’m telling Major I should be doing this myself.”
“You don’t know your way around the station,” I tell her. “Isaac, kill the lenses,” I add.
With one arm around his upset daughter, he quickly types something on the computer.
My vision returns to normal, no longer relayed via Toby’s eye-based cameras.
“I can’t count on you,” Driver says. There’s a real and to my mind unnecessary harshness in her voice.
Little Beth is clinging on to Isaac, while another woman appears in the doorway to apologize for the interruption. She must be from the family the girl was staying with.
Lindell, usually the quietest among us, speaks up with sudden authority. “This can happen without you,” he snaps at Driver, his tone fitting the multi-faceted tension and chaos of the moment. “It’s not happening without Ray. Familiarity with the station is the key thing we need. He’s the only person here who has that. You’re not the only person with stable hands. So we can go and talk to Major all you want, but if there’s a change in personnel it’s going to be you who’s out.”
“This is bullshit,” Driver grunts, pushing past the other woman and sulking out through the open door.
My left hand covers my eyes — a standard reaction to stress — as I exhale deeply.
“There’s nothing to be upset about, darling,” I hear Isaac say. It’s the biggest lie in the world, with all that we’re up against, but he’s doing what anyone would. “I just need to take care of something really fast and then we can settle down. Would you like to maybe go with Ray to see his parrot for a few minutes?”
I move my hand and open my eyes to see Isaac looking at me with a wide, encouraging gaze.
“That would be fun,” I say, forcing the lightest tone I can manage. “I’m sure Laika would love to meet you.”
Beth sniffs and rubs her eyes. “Really?”
“Of course,” I tell her.
Isaac lifts her off his lap and gently pushes her towards me as he stands up.
“I’m going to smooth this over with Driver and Major,” he says. “He was insistent on her being in on this. He wants one of his people, no room for discussion, and she was his pick. That went better than I expected until the interruption, anyway… much faster than I thought you’d be able to cooperate like that. So… Ray, if I can talk her round to still do it, are you okay with it? You don’t have to like her. But can you work with her?”
I sigh. “I’ll try.”
Isaac kisses Beth on the top of the head and reassures her again that everything is okay. He tells his friend to go back to her own family, thanking her for looking after Beth for as long as she could, then disappears to deal with Driver.
“Does your parrot like oranges?” Beth asks, looking up at me with innocent eyes still stained by tears. “My friend’s pet bird loves oranges.”
“Maybe you could ask him,” I say, guiding her to the door.
Lindell says a silent goodbye as I pass him.
At the doorway I glance back towards the desk, with its floor-level pedals and bizarre surface-mounted grips.
My eyes fall on the pen, dropped uselessly on the floor.
There’s only one thought in my mind as I leave:
This is going to be a long mission.
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“He’s in that room right there,” I tell Beth as soon as Laika’s door comes into view.
Last time I came to see him, it was a welcome distraction while I waited for President Williams to talk some sense into Major. I was glad to be out of the war room with a chance to cool off.
This time I would rather still be in Isaac’s room ironing out the operational logistics of my cooperative scouting mission with Driver. The way she stormed out makes me think her issues are going to take a lot of ironing out themselves, and I can only hope Major is sticking to the more reasonable demeanor I saw from him once Williams’ words got through.
I think we can still succeed in the mission if Driver just keeps her temper in check. Because like Isaac said, we were making pretty quick progress with the basic controls — and those basics are all the task at hand really calls for.
I’ve been tasked with keeping little Beth happily occupied while Isaac tries to smooth things over, but in truth she’s going to do the same for me.
Laika is always fun to be around, especially now that he’s regaining so much of his incredible and demonstrable intelligence, and that’s going to be doubly true when I have an excitable child next to me.
Beth runs ahead and waits at the door. She obviously only burst in to Isaac’s room a few minutes ago because she was so upset and desperate to see him, which is the most understandable thing in the world when she’s down in this bizarre bunker with no one else she knew before the world went to hell.
I’m sure he wouldn’t have left her for a second if he didn’t have to, and the way he’s managing to focus on anything is remarkable to me. With what he must be feeling inside knowing his wife didn’t make it, it’s amazing that he’s even functioning — let alone caring for Beth and putting together a complex mission.
“Does he bite?” Beth asks, hesitating by the wall as I place my hand on the doorknob.
“Never,” I assure her. “Laika is the friendliest little dude you’ll ever meet.”
“I don’t know anyone called Laika,” she muses, furrowing her brow in thought.
I smile. “The first Laika was a dog who went into space. She taught us a lot.”
At this, her head all but explodes. “Dogs can go into space?!” she yelps. “Do they have little suits and little helmets?”
“It was a long time ago,” I tell her with a chuckle.
It’s definitely best not to get into this any more, though, so I push open the door before Beth has a chance to ask what happened to the original Laika.
As soon as I see inside, I notice that there are two people in the room who I’ve never met before.
Vicki is still here, the very friendly woman I know as Laika’s usual handler, but the two men are unfamiliar. Neither of them are the guy I saw with Vicki when I first visited Laika in here.
“Ray Ray!” Laika calls. He flies up from the floor and rests on the bars of his cage, as close to me as he can get.
“Hey, buddy,” I reply. “You’re flying again!”
“Laika okay,” he happily squawks. “Hello, Ray Ray. Hello… you.”
He’s unmistakably looking at Beth.
Oh, I get it. He doesn’t know her name, so he’s falling back on calling her you.
“I’m Beth,” she says, just as aware as I am that Laika was talking to her.
“Beth Beth,” he echoes. “Hello, Beth Beth.”
“Just Beth,” she corrects with a laugh.
Good luck with that one, I think to myself. For some reason, the little guy wants every name to have two syllables and has an unshakeable habit of simply doubling up the first if the second is missing.
“You can come back,” Vicki tells the onlooking men. It’s quite a firm request, rather than an offer.
The men are well dressed, in black suits rather than silver ERF uniforms.
I notice that they both have clipboard folders. I have no idea what’s inside or written on the notes they’re holding protectively against their chests, but it’s obvious they’ve been in here to observe Laika’s behavior.
They leave without so much as a word to any of us.
“Do you like oranges?” Beth asks Laika.
While she gets to chatting with him, I walk the few steps to Vicki and lean in close.
“What was that about?” I whisper.
Vicki shrugs and lets out a slight sigh. “Nothing to worry about. It’s just that the data analysts found some more of Barnet’s research and some elements of it are interesting to people who weren’t paying attention until now.”
“Do you have any oranges?” Beth interrupts, asking us now.
“There should be some chunks in the fridge there,” Vicki smiles. “Just one is perfect. He would eat them all day if we let him, but then he wouldn’t feel too good.”
“That’s like me with ice cream,” the girl replies with another laugh as she opens the fridge.
Without saying anything, Vicki narrows her eyes and tips her head towards Beth to ask me what the deal is regarding this child I’ve randomly shown up with.
“Her dad is helping me with a mission that’s going to move things forward,” I say. “He’s dealing with something now so I’m occupying her for a little while. Her mom…”
I don’t know how to sensitively finish this sentence, but Vicki’s expression changes before I have to. “Oh. It’s that guy?”
I guess it’s a small world down here. Word gets around.
“So I take it she doesn’t know,” Vicki goes on.
I shake my head.
Vicki was already being nice to Beth — she seems like the kind of person who’s nice to everyone — but now I can see that she really feels for her.
“Why don’t you hold the piece of orange right there and I’ll let Laika come out to get it,” Vicki suggests, speaking more loudly as she address Beth. “His wings are feeling better.”
Beth’s face lights up all over again. “That would be great!”
Vicki walks to the door and locks it, very wisely since the last thing we want is the ever-curious Laika getting loose in the long corridor outside. When that’s done, she opens the cage.
“Ray Ray,” Laika calls. He flies over to me as soon as he’s free, landing on my shoulder and nestling his head against me. “Good boy!”
“He’s the cutest thing ever,” Beth gushes. “Is he calling you a good boy for getting him away from the space station?”
I put a hand on his back and pat him gently. “Maybe,” I smile, “but he kept me alive up there, so it was the least I could do.”
“Laika, Beth has food,” Vicki says, snapping her fingers to make sure she gets his attention.
He looks over at the little girl gleefully holding a chunk of orange at arm’s length, then flies down from my shoulder. He doesn’t fly at Beth, but stops on the ground in front of her and patiently looks up.
“Good boy,” she says, slowly lowering her hand until Laika carefully lifts the snack from her fingers.
“Laika like Beth Beth,” he says as soon as it’s gone.
While the two of them occupy each other, I turn back to Vicki to get a belated answer as to what kind of Laika-related research got the attention of the guys who just left.
“So you were saying…” I quietly begin.
Again, I don’t need to spell it out for her to know what I’m getting at. “Barnet was doing a lot of work on pattern recognition,” she says. “Not just in a basic and explicit sense, like with the ’spot the difference’ pictures I showed you earlier, but also in more nuanced ways.”
I furrow my brow. “Like what?”
“Well, this is behavioral stuff, but I think it’s probably tied to gene activation, too. We know Barnet had a longstanding interest in the genetic elements of image retention, and I think once all of his research is analyzed we’ll see he was working with pattern recognition, too. The behavioral application those guys were most interested in is visual lie detection.”
Lie detection?
Of all the things Vicki could have said, that wouldn’t have been in my top fifty guesses.
“From what I’ve seen, he can actually do it, too,” Vicki adds. “Those guys were testing him, and it was like… ten out of ten. They started with basic things, like one saying his shirt was blue and the other asking Laika if he was telling the truth.”
“So he really does understand almost everything we’re saying?” I ask. “Even the first example you’re describing doesn’t sound that basic. He has to know what a shirt is, what blue is, and… you know, what it means to be telling the truth.”
She nods in agreement. “We haven’t even scratched the surface. All I meant was, that was basic in the sense of the lie detection aspect. He just knew it wasn’t true, like any of us would have known. But they had a list of quick experiments that got more impressive and they couldn’t believe he was acing them all. By the end, they were doing things like holding out their hands and telling Laika which one was empty and which one had a coin in it. Every single time, he knew when they were lying. He could tell from their expressions, Ray. And believe me, I sure as hell couldn’t.”
“We could teach him poker,” I quip. “I mean, he can already count.”
Vicki rolls her eyes. “Did you really hear everything I said? This is…”
“It’s literally incredible,” I finish. “I know. Joking is just my way of trying to make sense of it all.”
“What else can he do?” Beth cheerily asks from the floor, where she’s now taken a comfortable seated position. I don’t think she’s heard much of what we’ve been talking about.
“All kinds of things,” Vicki says. “He can count, he can read, he can remember pictures better than I can. Have you ever played spot the difference?”
“Uh-huh,” the girl nods. “Can we play?”
Vicki answers by fetching her computer and carrying it over. “Here are some of the pictures I have ready. Pick one of these and then the computer will generate two more that are almost the same.”
“I like this one,” Beth says, pointing her finger.
I move beside Laika and only see the image when Vicki turns the computer towards him. Beth comes over to join us.
It’s an image of a skyscraper on a moonlit night. Like before, we start with three identical images. When Vicki briefly turns the screen away and taps the arrow on her keyboard, two of them change.
I can identify one that has changed when she shows us again, but just like last time I’m stumped about the other two.
“One, two, or three?” Vicki says. “Which is the same?”
“Two,” Laika says. “Good boy!”
As always, he doesn’t even have to wait for confirmation to congratulate himself. He knows he’s got it.
“Was that right?” Beth asks.
“Sure was,” Vicki confirms. “Do you want to pick one more?”
Beth hurries back over to Vicki, with the computer facing away from me and Laika.
“That’s a pretty one,” the little girl says, pointing at an image.
Vicki nods approvingly and encourages Beth to join us again. She does.
“Here we go,” Vicki says. She turns the screen around, revealing three identical images of a beautiful hummingbird hovering by a rain-soaked leaf.
“No,” Laika squawks, suddenly and aggressively. I instinctively pull Beth into my arms.
Almost as soon as he sees the pictures, Laika lunges at Vicki’s computer, knocking it out of her hands. When it tumbles on the ground, he violently pecks at the screen.
“Laika, no!” I boom. I call Vicki over with my eyes and she takes over guarding Beth, who fortunately isn’t panicking too much at this sudden and unexpected outburst from a bird who has never done anything like this.
“Bad,” I scold, clapping my hands together as loudly as I can.
As he looks up at me, showing none of the same anger he directed at the screen, I take my chance to close the laptop computer. He glances back down at it without reacting.
“Get in that cage,” I tell him, pointing towards it.
“Ray Ray?” he says, inching towards me with a look on his face that seems somewhere between confused and guilty.
“Now,” I sternly order.
He goes without a fight and I close the cage behind him.
I don’t know what’s just happened and it wouldn’t have troubled me so much if Beth wasn’t in the room, but I don’t want to take any more chances while she is.
“I think maybe he doesn’t like other birds,” the girl perceptively suggests. She’s surprisingly calm about it all, presumably because Laika was so friendly with her until he snapped and even then only pecked an inanimate object.
What’s troubled me is learning that Laika has that aggression within him, and more so that it could be tripped so easily. I can’t imagine him perceiving a hummingbird as any kind of threat, like he might have if it was an image of another parrot or an eagle or something like that.
I doubt Vicki would have shown him one of those, anyway, though, and that’s the point: his reaction was totally unexpected, in the face of a stimulus we would never have foreseen as being a trigger.
“We’ll work on it,” Vicki tells the girl, forcing an upbeat tone.
Before Beth can ask a question that her expression suggests is imminent, a triple-knock on the door takes each of our attention.
“Ray?” a voice calls. “Are you still in there?”
It’s Lindell.
I get up to unlock it. “It’s a guy I’m working with on the mission,” I explain. “Not Beth’s dad… another guy.”
When I open the door, Lindell’s face is hard to read. “We just got some news,” he begins.
“On the mission?” I ask.
He shakes his head. “From the mission that already went out. The aquatic mapping drones they sent out to the undersea mining operation at Site B.”
My heart quickens. Don’t tell me they’ve been spotted and destroyed… I silently plead.
“They just resurfaced and sent back some visuals,” he says. “If you come with me to the war room, we’ll get our first sight of what we’re up against.”
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“Your dad is already in the room we’re going to,” Lindell tells Beth.
“Can I stay here with Laika?” she asks, turning to Vicki as she says it. I don’t know if that’s because she thinks Vicki is ultimately in charge of what goes on in here or she thinks she’s the most likely to say yes.
Whichever it is, I’m just glad Laika’s out-of-character reaction hasn’t scared her off.
“I’ll bet your dad wants to see you,” Vicki replies with a smile. “You should go with Ray and his friend.”
Beth walks to my side with no vocal complaints, but I can tell she really would rather stay.
I have to take her, though — not because I don’t want to leave her with Laika and Vicki, but because Isaac left her with me and it wouldn’t be right to leave her with someone else he doesn’t even know.
“Ray Ray?” Laika squawks as I turn to the door. I look back and see him, sulking on the cage’s floor rather than perched like he was earlier.
“I’ll be back, buddy,” I tell him.
“Laika bad,” he says. “Ray Ray… Laika sorry.”
“Wow,” Lindell gawps, too amazed that a parrot is apologizing to ask what for.
I walk over to the cage quickly and crouch down. “Laika okay,” I assure him. “Don’t worry.”
Vicki waves us off as we head for the war room, and I promise to loop her in on as much as I can next time I stop by. She seems to understand that I can’t tell her everything and I don’t think she holds it against me.
My mind is spinning as I consider the possibilities of what the aquatic drone images from Site B are going to tell us.
Beth takes delight in telling Lindell everything about her time with Laika as we walk, which keeps my thoughts free to roam.
I haven’t settled on any probable guesses when we reach the war room, and I can’t even really think what kinds of visual discoveries we do and don’t want to make.
Anything we learn is going to be a step forward, I figure, because if a challenge is going to be more difficult than you think it’s always best to find out as soon as possible.
I recognize the guard outside the war room as one of the two from the first time I arrived.
“Come on, man,” he groans. “You can’t bring the kid.”
“Her dad is inside,” I explain.
The guy knocks on the door behind him. Seconds later, President Williams opens it.
His face gives nothing away. “Hargreaves,” he calls into the room.
Isaac is there almost instantly. “You okay, darling?” he asks Beth right away.
Not altogether unexpectedly, she dives into a story about Laika eating the orange from her hand.
“I can’t wait to hear all about that in a few minutes,” he cuts her off, “but we’ll have to say goodbye and thank you to Ray for now.”
Isaac’s expression is less guarded than Williams’, which makes sense given that one is a scientist and the other is a politician.
Fortunately, the signs I see aren’t overly negative. I can’t tell if we’ve learned anything overly positive, either, but I know Isaac well enough by now to know that he’s not too upset by whatever I’m about to see.
“We enter The Beacon in just under six hours,” he tells me, leaning in to whisper. “Driver is in. Take four of these and you’ll sleep for four hours. Trust me, nothing else you can do in that time is more important. We need absolute focus and full mental clarity.”
As he finishes talking, Isaac slips a small pill bottle into my hand.
“Bye, Ray Ray,” Beth says with a warm smile. “Thanks for showing me Laika.”
“Anytime,” I say. As soon as they’re gone, Lindell and I step into the war room.
The first thing I see is the giant ticking clock near the ceiling:
76:12:19.
“Remember we don’t really have that long,” Major points out. “That’s the detonation countdown. The ZolaCore evacuation from New Zealand comes twelve hours earlier, so any last-resort engagement plans would have to be enacted before then — and in good time before then.”
“But we’re good for the scouting mission in six hours?” I ask. “That’s what Isaac told me.”
Major nods authoritatively. “I hear you had some issues with Driver, but we’ve worked through that. She’s resting at the moment, as you should soon. Our craft is en route to The Beacon and will dock at an emergency airlock, through which you will guide the droid. The list of items we need you to recover is being finalized as we speak and will be ready by the time you go in. First, though…”
I follow Major’s hand towards Shaun, the young analyst who is the only other person in the room besides Major and Williams. If he got his wish for two more people to share his workload, they’re clearly not in Major’s inner circle of trust like he is.
Shaun hits an option on the virtual screen that’s embedded within his section of the table. As soon as he does, the entire table transforms into a giant screen.
On it, I see a dimly illuminated video image of what is very clearly a large man-made structure of some kind. It’s impossible to get any sense of scale, but I’m sure that information is coming soon.
“This is the heart of their mining site,” Shaun says, his voice still low enough that it makes me lean in to make sure I’m hearing everything.
“Speak up,” Major implores him.
“The heart of their mining site,” the young man says, much louder. “We haven’t been able to find any evidence of journeys to or from this structure. But we think this is — or at least has been — a manned environment. This structure is worlds away from any other deep sea mining operations we’re aware of, and we don’t think they’ve actually mined this area at all yet. We don’t think they could have extracted anything without being seen.”
“I didn’t think they could get to the Moon without being seen, either,” I cut in. “Don’t underestimate these guys.”
“The Moon?” Lindell gasps from my side.
“Later,” Williams tells him, waving a hand to dismiss that point — as highly consequential as it might be — for the moment. “Go on, Shaun,” he urges.
“Okay. Well, we know they’ve detected theocite deposits at this site,” Shaun says, “and we believe the structure you see here is the base they’ve used for setting up the detonations. Or, maybe, the base from which they’re still doing so. We’re not underestimating them, Ray. Right now we just don’t see much evidence this is a working mining site so much as a detonation site. What you find on the station could tell us a lot.”
“We might be able to destroy this thing,” Major takes over. “If your robot gets hold of the schematics we think one of the researchers up there has a record of, we could be in business. It all depends on whether the detonations have to be activated from within this structure, or if timed explosives have already been laid.”
“And we’re going to keep scouting this area, Ray,” President Williams chimes in. “Our drones are already going back down, this time with specific targets to scan. We want to look for an entry point.”
“How big is it?” I ask. “And how can it hold up under that level of pressure?”
“Considerably bigger than any of the twentieth century undersea research stations we put down,” Williams says, “but not implausibly so. I’ve been told we could have built something like this with available technologies if we had a reason to, without much technical difficulty. It’s impressive in its own right, but let’s just say it’s not the Vita.”
I look intently at the tabletop projection of the structure.
“Have you considered attaching analytical equipment to the structure to gauge its material composition to give a clue of what’s inside?” Lindell asks, rubbing his chin in thought.
“These self-piloting mapping drones can’t do that,” Shaun reveals. “If we have equipment that could work like that so far underwater, we’d need someone to control it.”
Lindell raises a finger. “While we’re at it… could we look into forming a seal around part of the structure and then boring a hole to get a drone inside. You know, almost like what the spacecraft will do when it attaches to The Beacon before we open one of the emergency airlocks from the outside?”
“We’re looking into something like that for a later stage,” Major says. “That’s some very good input. Thank you,” he nods at Lindell.
It’s pretty weird to think back to the days when Mr. Lindell was teaching me V equals IR and all the other physics fundamentals.
You barely even think of teachers as real people when you’re that age, let alone people who’ll end up giving suggestions to the President of the United States and an emergency bunker’s Senior Coordinator who outranks even him down here.
“When did you last sleep?” Williams asks Lindell.
“Last night, six full hours,” he replies. “A few coffees and I’ll be ready to power through anything.”
Williams nods. “I’d like you to stay in here, if you don’t mind.”
Major holds his hand towards an empty seat. “Please do. I like the way you think. We have top people analyzing their pieces of the puzzle, but they can’t all know everything. You’re in this.”
“And Ray?” Williams asks.
I could be a tough guy and pretend I’m fine, but I am physically and mentally beat. The crash took a lot out of me and so did whatever sedative the guys who found me stuck into my arm before dragging me into the bunker.
The only reason I don’t feel like sleeping before the big mission is that I don’t feel like I can, but Isaac was pretty insistent about how well the pills he gave me will work.
“I think I should take four hours,” I admit.
“No shame in that,” Major says. “Have you eaten?”
I shake my head. I was on the way for food hours ago, when one interruption led to another.
I don’t actually feel hungry, which could be down to the adrenaline or could be another effect of the sedative. Blood sugar exists independently of my feelings, though, and I can’t afford to crash.
“If you can get me something quickly, I’ll have it,” I say.
Shaun stands up immediately and reaches for a bag on the floor behind him. “I have this,” he says, holding out a banana and a sealed pack of peanuts. “Not that you’re a chimp or anything,” he adds, breaking into an amused smile for the first time.
Simple stuff like this is probably exactly what I need, so I gratefully take it. I don’t want to sleep anywhere else in case Isaac’s pills are stronger than he said and these guys need to wake me in a hurry, so I pick up a chair and plump myself down at the far side of the room.
I eat the banana — getting hungrier with every bite, like it always goes after too long without any food — then down the pills before moving onto the peanuts.
Tiredness comes almost too quickly to believe.
Next time I open my eyes, I’ll be all set to vicariously step back onto the death-filled station I did so much to escape from.
And before I close them again after a roundly successful mission, I’ll have Joe and Eva back at my side.
Yup.
That’s the plan…
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When I wake up, the war room is a hub of activity.
“He lives!” Williams says, first to notice me stirring.
I look up at the clock:
72:00:03.
As I’m looking, the time drops below three days.
The steps we need to take and the sequence of events Zola’s cronies have planned means we don’t really have that long to foil the detonations that will occur if it hits zero, like Major explained.
But if everything goes right with the upcoming mission, we could be in a much better position before long.
Isaac is back in the room, with Beth sleeping on a chair near mine. The guard outside was obviously told to make an exception to his own understandable no-kids rule, I guess.
“See: you were out four hours,” Isaac says, gesturing at the clock. “Just like I told you.”
The pills, I realize. That’s what he means.
Sure enough, taking four of them knocked me out for four hours. It seems like witchcraft but we’re roughly the same height and build, so it could be that a personalized dose for him was just as effective for me. It’s still an incredibly impressive breakthrough for them to work so precisely, I figure, but at least this logic explains the plausibility.
Then again, Pops used to tell me to tap my head on my pillow once for every hour I wanted to sleep, and sometimes it felt like that worked, too. Self-suggestion can be a hell of a drug.
Either way, I feel majorly refreshed even as I stretch and get to my feet.
It looks like everyone else has been busy, so it’s not like I was leaving a lighthouse unmanned or anything.
As I reach the table to look at what they’ve discovered since I went down, I see that Driver is back in here, too.
“It’s a new day,” she says. “We’ve got this.”
I’m very happy to hear her say this, and just as willing to put yesterday in the past.
“We really do,” I agree. “We’ll just take our time, keep cool, and lock the door to make sure no one can interrupt.”
Isaac looks over at his sleeping daughter, who innocently caused the problem last time. “She’ll be in good hands and she’ll understand that I need some time,” he confirms. “This sleep will do her good, too.”
“So do we have anything new from Site B?” I ask.
Everyone turns towards Shaun, who tends to bear responsibility for filtering data from countless sources and passing it on. “Not as much as we would have liked,” he sighs.
Lindell speaks next. “Drones are still scouting the area, but we don’t have much,” he says. “And we can’t send a robotic probe… or at least not remotely. Ironically, we’re more ready for doing that in space than in the sea.”
“That’s what happened to undersea exploration and research,” President Williams takes over. “Until satellites and space stations became feasible, a lot more money went into that kind of thing. But once we started looking upwards, almost all of the investment went that way.”
“And speaking of space…” I say. “How’s it looking?”
“The craft is set to dock in around twenty minutes,” Major reveals.
My eyes widen. I thought we would still be closer to two hours out.
“Our team was able to catch a launch window one orbit ahead of our initial expectation,” he continues. “We’ll be able to watch the final approach and the docking as it happens. Not long now.”
“I didn’t realize it was that soon,” Driver says. “I’m gonna change and grab some things before we head back to the control room. We’ll be in there for a while, right?”
Isaac shrugs. “Hopefully not too long. A few hours should do it, really. I’ll be there with you at all times in case we need to override anything.”
“And I will, too,” Lindell assures us. He’s talking to Driver, really, but knowing he’ll be present does reassure me, too.
“Where is the control room?” I ask.
“Oh, that’s just my room — where we were practicing,” Isaac replies. “The control interfaces are linked up to my computer and the bunker’s main communications systems, which talk to the docked craft and then ultimately to Toby.”
“I’ll be watching from here and communicating with you via an earpiece,” Major chimes in. “You can see the full list of items we’re seeking before everything begins, but I’ll be able to keep you straight.”
“I can do that from the room, too,” Isaac says, a slight hint of tension in his voice. “We really don’t want too many distractions or new variables.”
Major nods a few times, but to me it looks like one too many to be a natural reaction. “It’s just in case we need to pass on any urgent messages,” he says, throwing in a half smile that also looks forced.
“I’ll go straight to the room when I’m ready,” Driver says, to everyone and no one in particular. “Later.”
President Williams silently gestures towards the door, which I take as a sign that he wants to talk. He doesn’t look particularly concerned so I’m not, either, but it’s still unmissable.
“I’ll come back to watch the docking,” I say, “but I just want to stretch my legs while I have the chance.”
“I’ll join you,” Williams says, confirming my suspicion.
Sure enough, there’s something he wants to tell me… with no one else around to hear it.
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As we head out and the door closes behind us, President Williams’ easy demeanor starts to give me the sense that he might not be concerned about anything in particular and might just want a chance to talk outside the tense environs of the war room.
“How are you feeling about the mission?” he asks, as soon as we’re far enough from the door to be out of the guard’s earshot.
“Actually pretty good,” I tell him. “I know my way around the station and I was getting the hang of the controls.”
We stroll out into the center of the Assembly Hall, where the gathered crowd stood to hear my arrival speech. That feels like so long ago already, but it really wasn’t.
Very quickly, I realize that walking really is a good idea between a seated four-hour sleep and a mission that could be quite intensive on my feet when it comes to controlling the robot’s movements.
“What about Driver?” Williams asks.
I shrug. “I think she’s pretty confident, too.”
“No, Ray. I mean what do you think of her?”
Ah. Maybe he did want to talk about something specific after all — without Major listening in — and maybe this is it.
“She’s a hot-head,” I say. “She’s too rash to be my ideal pick for something like this, but I also think she’s competent and determined enough to prove me wrong.”
Williams doesn’t say anything for a few seconds.
“What do you think?” I push. “You were calling her Luna when we first ran into her near the Vita. From the other things you said, it seems like you know a lot more about her than I do.”
“I do,” he replies noncommittally.
“And?”
“And I think Major’s faith in her is misplaced. He owes her his life. Major was in California when the evacuation procedures began,” Williams reveals, diving into a backstory that seems like it’s going to illuminate some things. “When he reported to the nearest ERF rendezvous point, he was told there was no way he could get here. Fortunately they had all their evacuation planes in an EMP shielded facility, but unfortunately for him it was decided Virginia was too far given the credibility of the threat from what we thought at the time was an eco-terrorist cell.”
“Major wasn’t calling the shots?” I ask.
“He’s the Senior Coordinator of this flagship bunker and he is top of the whole ERF chain, Ray, but he’s not supreme commander. He wasn’t in charge of routing the flights.”
As I’m listening, it really is hard to comprehend the kind of chaos that must have been swirling when the evacuations began. I saw snippets of it on news reports from before the power outages hit, but not much.
I know there was some time between the communications blackout and the detonation, too, and I’ve naturally seen nothing of what happened then.
“There are some people in the ‘wrong’ bunkers,” Williams goes on. “You know, bunkers other than the ones they were meant to be in. It was at the discretion of each facility’s Senior Coordinator whether they would allow in someone who was on a list but not their list. Major would have been welcomed anywhere, obviously, but he wanted to be here. He didn’t want this ship to be rudderless and he said he would rather die trying to get here than survive anywhere else.”
Hmm, I think to myself. Maybe I read Major wrong, after all.
Williams scratches his lip before continuing. “Anyway, when the planes were about to take off in just about every direction except this one, he asked if there was a pilot willing to fly him out here to Virginia. Without explicitly referencing the Vita, he told them that this bunker is better equipped than any other for whatever might be coming, and that whoever stepped up to the plate would never be left behind. He said he didn’t just want to survive the night in any bunker — he wanted to get to the one that would ensure he survives for the long haul, no matter what.”
“And Driver stepped up?” I ask, more than a little surprised.
“And Driver stepped up,” he confirms.
Now it’s my turn to be silent.
“She has quite the file, too, you know,” Williams says, taking his turn to break it. “That explains some things, too.”
“An intelligence file?”
He shakes his head. “A criminal file. She went down for a role in a bank robbery that got very messy. Shots fired level of messy.”
I stop walking.
“She didn’t shoot anyone,” Williams hastens to add. “She wasn’t even in the building. Sorry, I probably should have led with that. She was 16. Still Luna to everyone in those days. Living in Miami with a small-time dealer with big-time ideas… you know how it is. And when his crew hit the bank, they used her as their getaway driver. Clean record, young girl, and she could really drive. Used to be a figure skater before her life took a turn, if you can believe that. Anyway, the guy told her she’d be fine whatever went down. Surprise, surprise: she wasn’t.”
“What happened?” I ask.
“Well, things went wrong in the bank. The guys took way longer than they’d planned to get out. But she didn’t leave. She sat outside in the car even when the sirens started blaring. The guys eventually came out and got into the car, but they were late. So late.”
“And she got caught?”
President Williams scoffs. “You would think so. But no, Ray. She got away. Four squads and two choppers, with barely a head start to speak of, and she got away. The guys bailed out to a safe house with the takings and she ditched the car. The trouble is, her small-time guy didn’t know you have to keep quiet about big-time things. He boasted to the wrong people, I guess. Rubbed someone the wrong way, maybe. Either way, they were booked the next night. Luna didn’t hurt anyone but she did cause a hell of a lot of damage in the chase — and probably twice as much embarrassment to the force. They wanted her, too. One of the guys ratted her out in the hope of a lighter sentence and she went down with them.”
I’m at a total loss for words.
Literally… I wouldn’t even know where to start.
“She didn’t want to leave those guys behind, Ray, and they screwed her over just the same. The impression I get is that she’s got no one. She did her time and she excelled in all her programs. She was attracted to what she thought was an Air Force program, a rehabilitated delinquents kind of deal, which turned out to be an ERF program. That was five years ago.”
“How old is she now?” I ask, finally walking again now that the initial shock of Driver’s incredible background is sinking in.
“24,” he says. A little higher than I thought, but not much. “Her role as an ERF pilot and technician is why she was at the rendezvous point with Major a few days ago, and the reason he has so much faith in her is that she got him here in a plane she’d never flown with no satellite guidance and no co-pilot. He said she flew like the wind and even followed his request to land here. Right here, Ray… not at the busing-in point nearby. The bunker was already locked when they got here. The Deputy Coordinators only opened it when they saw Major outside. She got him here seven minutes before the detonation. Seven minutes later and they would both be dead.”
Talk about a close call.
“She said it herself in the hangar: she doesn’t want to be left behind, Ray,” Williams says, in a tone that tells me he’s wrapping up. “With what she’s been through and what she did to get here and give herself a chance of getting away, I can understand the strength of that feeling.”
I nod. There’s no disagreeing with that. “So Driver’s not her name at all, right?”
“Luna Reyes,” Williams answers with a slight shake of his head. “I gather she didn’t much like her father and doesn’t much like the surname.”
I can understand that one. Luna is a nice name, though.
Maybe too nice for her liking, I figure.
Driver definitely has a certain hardness to it. And from what I’ve just heard, I think she’s earned the right to that.
We’ve circled almost all the way back around the Assembly Hall by now and I feel like our craft must be in the final stages of its approach to The Beacon.
Williams and I both adjust our walking direction towards the door rather than starting another loop, evidently thinking the same thing.
When we get inside, we’re both surprised to see that Driver is back, too.
“I wanted to see it docking,” she explains. “Too bad these things are all self-directed these days. I’ve always wanted to pilot something in space.”
“At least you can control a robot’s hands in space,” Isaac says with a grin.
Everyone laughs — even Driver.
“Docking is imminent,” Shaun says. They’re all watching it on the table. “I’ll put this on the wall, too,” he adds.
At the tap of a button, he kills the room’s lights and all I can see is the shape of The Beacon dominating the whole wall.
The craft is already too close for its camera to see the whole station, but it still gives me a very strange feeling to see the offshoot labs’ safety walkways jutting out.
“I can’t believe we’re going back,” I say, thinking out loud. “It was hell in there.”
“It’ll be worth it, Ray,” Isaac assures me. “It’ll be worth it.”
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There’s a profound surrealness to watching a spacecraft dock in real time — especially when it’s doing so autonomously.
It’s even more remarkable that our small craft is attaching itself to the side of the station for an emergency entry.
The schematics for The Beacon were clearly less secret than those of the undersea structure we’re hoping to learn more about from this mission, with full layouts of most areas publicly available.
My specific role in the mission isn’t so much navigating the layout of the station as much as navigating the various hazards and pitfalls that are present in reality but not on the maps.
The war room is totally silent as the craft prepares for its unusual docking procedure, and it stays that way even when contact is made.
After a few seconds everyone follows Major’s lead in looking towards young Shaun, whose computer is receiving live information from the team who have managed this launch. I guess they work out of the spaceport and in hindsight I wish I’d been able to watch our craft blast off in person.
Shaun gives a tentative thumbs up as he rapidly scans reams of incoming messages and visual data, then stands up and pumps his fist.
“Securely docked,” he announces.
We high five and cheer the news, accidentally but inevitably rousing little Beth in the corner.
Isaac was going to have to wake her before he leaves to oversee the mission, anyway, so there’s no harm done. He walks over to her while the rest of us continue with our relieved and celebratory reactions.
The one part of the plan that was out of our hands has passed without a hitch. From here, it’s onwards to the control room.
“Here’s the final list of priority targets,” Major says, handing me a printed sheet of paper.
I scan it quickly, pleased to see there are only five ports of call.
I’ll have to go back to Vinner’s offshoot lab, where I found my first helpful robot in the shape of Bex, and into two other regular labs. I need to get a specific phone from the bag I left in the Control Center, and then one last item that’s apparently in someone’s dorm.
There’s a rudimentary top-down diagram of The Beacon with each of the locations marked.
I know all of them apart from the regular labs very well, so those are the only two I focus on.
Fortunately they’re only a few doors apart and not far out of the way from the main walkways. The fact that I’ve never been in either of those labs could present more of a challenge than I’ll face in the other areas, but it shouldn’t make too much difference.
And if it does, we’ll just have to cross that bridge when we get there.
“We’ve homed in on where we think we’ll find information about New Zealand and the undersea mining structure,” Major goes on. “The craft will remain docked, so we can always go back for more if the analysts flag up anything else from the security footage or the information we have on the researchers who were up there. But this is what we’re going for right now. Their bunker and the structure at Site B are our two biggest leads.”
I’m in total agreement with that. It’s good to hear we’re collectively focusing on the right things.
Driver walks to my side. “Ready?” she asks.
“Let’s do this,” I reply.
It’s impossible not to see her through a different lens — no pun intended — since hearing everything Williams told me.
Whether we call her Luna or Driver, her role in getting the bunker’s Senior Coordinator here in the nick of time means she’s earned her spot as much as anyone else, and surely more than most.
Major hands us each an earpiece and then shakes our hands in turn.
“Keep making them regret letting you get away, Barclay,” he tells me first. “And Driver, keep proving me right.”
Lindell is with us, ready to get to it, and Isaac leads a sleepy-looking Beth over, too. She’ll be going to hang out with her new bunker friends and their parents, as I understand it, and hopefully the fact that she’s just slept will mean there are no nightmares for her to need to run and tell Isaac about.
Our room is going to be locked from the inside and I think we’re going to have guards stationed in the hallway outside, too, just to avoid anyone interrupting our mission with a knock.
“Today the station, tomorrow Colorado,” President Williams winks at me as I get ready to head out.
“Tonight Colorado if all goes well,” I correct him light-heartedly.
He nods approvingly. “Do us proud, son.”
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The emptiness of the Assembly Hall as I cross it yet again brings a question to my mind.
I don’t know if anyone will have an answer now that we’re without Major and Williams, but I ask anyway:
“How many of the people down here actually know we’re doing this?”
“It’s got to be hardly any,” Driver replies without missing a beat. “More people would be up here if they knew. Probably only the departmental Coordinators who had to put forward ideas for the shortlist of things for us to look for. The lower-level analysts won’t know why they were focusing on certain footage and everything else.”
“What about the launch team,” I press, “is that a lot of people?”
She shakes her head. “There’s somewhere around a thousand ERF people down here —the rest are mix of military, government and civilians. Most of them aren’t doing anything except staying alive. They don’t have to be looped in on anything, and the less they know the better. As for the ERF personnel, I’d guess maybe 20 or 30 would have to be involved in the launch. No more than that. More might know, but they wouldn’t have to.”
That’s a much more thorough answer than I’d bargained for, and it goes a long way to explaining how quiet it is in here.
When we reach the hallway to Isaac’s room, he quickly takes Beth the other way after a quick goodbye and promises to be with us in a few minutes.
We continue past two guards, both of whom wish us luck. They might not know exactly what we’re about to do, either, but they’ve clearly flagged that it’s important.
The robot from our ill-fated practice mission is still standing in the middle of Isaac’s room when we enter. The pen it dropped when Driver threw her hands up in exasperation at my lack of visual focus is still there, too, reminding us of everything that happened.
“You do have more lenses for me, right?” she suddenly asks Lindell, panic in her voice. “My last two are on the floor somewhere.”
Prepared as ever, he produces a new box from his pocket and hands it to her. “You can put them in now or wait for Isaac,” he says. “They’re not linked to anything yet.”
She gets it over with, doing so with so little fuss that it’s hard to believe she’s never been a regular lens-wearer.
I take a seat in front of the floor-mounted pedals, taking care not to touch them just in case they’re already linked up to the other robot who’s a lot further from us than the one standing statue-like just a few feet away.
Driver takes similar care, getting into position in front of the desk-mounted grips but not putting her hands inside.
“Always try to look at the hands when I’m doing something,” she says, far more calmly than when she was barking the same thing at me last time. “We won’t be moving then, so you won’t have to think about your feet. Once we’re in position, don’t keep looking at the object I’m going to pick up. Keep watching the hands and I’ll move them towards it, okay? That way it will be in view. When I’m moving the hands and your eyes are tracking with them, it’ll feel more like I’m in control.”
“And it’s not game over if you drop something,” Lindell says. “Isaac can make it crouch with the advanced controls, we just don’t want him to have to. It’s not like you’ll be handling test tubes of precious solutions, either. Anything that falls down can be picked right back up.”
Now that is good to hear.
Isaac enters just as Lindell finishes talking, rushing in and apologizing for the delay.
We all blurt out comments along the same lines, telling him not to be stupid.
I’m still in awe of how focused and productive Isaac is able to be given his family situation. I think the others must be, too, and the last thing any of us are going to do is criticize him for taking a few minutes to make sure his daughter was settled with her babysitters for the day.
Once he’s confirmed that Driver and I are both wearing our lenses, he sits down at his computer and gets everything ready.
“Okay, our link is online and crystal clear,” he announces. “When we engage the lenses, you’ll see the exterior of The Beacon’s exterior airlock. The controls are already live. Ray, we’ll need you to walk forward. Driver, we’ll need you to grab the access handle and push. It won’t be hard. When a craft docks in the emergency position like this, the airlock it seals around is primed to collapse under light but focused pressure.”
Again, this all sounds good.
“I’ve used the manual controls to get Space Toby out of his protective casing and he’s standing up now, albeit not quite facing the door,” Isaac continues. “I don’t want to use these controls again because they’re very cumbersome and extremely slow for doing anything dexterous, but I can make him crouch if you drop—”
“I told them that part,” Lindell interrupts, not impolitely but just to avoid any unnecessary repetition.
Isaac holds his hands up. “Perfect. Saves me explaining it. So we’re good to go?”
“Just watch the hands once you get us in position,” Driver reminds me first, still sounding like she means it in the most cooperative way.
“Oh, and I think you both had better put in those earpieces,” Lindell chimes in. “In case the guys at the table do need to pass along something urgent. Shaun is going to be on top of everything, no doubt.”
I put mine in place. It’s tiny, like an earplug, but it very effectively seals my right ear. I put it there because Driver is seated to my left and I want to hear her loud and clear as an absolute priority.
Probably thinking the same thing, she places hers in her left ear.
“Ready for the visuals?” Isaac asks.
With two quick yeses, he tells us to close our eyes and wait for his next instruction.
It comes quickly: “And open.”
“Wow,” Driver says, taking the only appropriate word straight from my mouth.
Just like earlier, we’re seeing what the robot’s eye cameras are seeing. Only this time, that robot is in space.
My eye movements control where his eyes look, and what they see fills my vision. It really is more intuitive than it sounds, and it really is incredible to experience.
I waste no time at all, slowly and slightly turning Toby by looking in the edge of my vision until he is absolutely dead in line with the emergency airlock.
It felt like he turned slightly more quickly than earlier, in line with what Isaac said about increasing the sensitivity on some of the controls after making them overly conservative for our first and only practice session.
“Walking forward,” I announce. I don’t know why, but it feels like a good idea to speak our actions.
I pump the pedals under the desk. They move Toby’s feet faster than before, too, but not too much. After ten or twelve seconds of walking, he’s within reach of the door.
“Fine,” Isaac says. “But from here out, Ray, always err on the side of stopping a little shorter,” he suggests. “It’s much easier to take one more step than have to maneuver him backwards.”
“Copy that,” I say. “Driver, I’m focusing on the hands. It’s your time to shine.”
I keep looking at the robot’s hands, pretending there’s nothing else going on except my challenge to do that.
Driver moves the hands upwards, closer to the handle, and I just keep them right there in the center of our vision.
“Grab and push,” Isaac reiterates. “The airlock is primed to open.”
“Grabbing and pushing,” Driver says. I hear a crack in her normally confident voice, which is totally understandable. I’m glad she’s getting into the habit of announcing her moves, too, even when they’re obvious ones like these.
I hold my breath as the hands grab the handle. Almost instantly, the whole airlock panel pushes inwards and brings The Beacon’s interior into view.
“That’s my girl!” I hear Major’s voice roar through the earpiece, at the same time Isaac and Lindell vocalize their delight.
Even more so than the successful docking procedure, this feels like a win.
We did it, and now we’re in.
“Stepping forward,” I say.
I glance at the floor and then back up. I see the pillar-like control panel up ahead, where I first found out via the station’s personnel map that everyone else was dead.
I was the last man standing on The Beacon.
And now, with some unfinished business to take care of and some teammates for company, I’m back.
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“Our atmospheric readings are all as expected,” Isaac announces.
There are no information overlays in our vision, which is definitely for the best. Making this process of seeing through a faraway robot’s eyes feel natural enough to work depends on it seeming as much like my own vision as possible.
The Control Center makes sense as our first port of call, based on the location of the emergency airlock we’ve used to come in, and I’m not surprised it was at the top of the list Major gave me in the war room.
My feet get into an easy rhythm with the pedals, aided by the perfect speed limitations Isaac has put on his robot.
The process of moving around still doesn’t feel nearly so natural as the visual aspect, with the pedals being a far cry from the kind of sensory boots I would have expected a system like this might have.
Walking on the spot while seeing my surroundings change might have been even less natural, though, and I’m sure there are good reasons for doing it this way.
Thinking about all of that is Isaac’s job. Mine is navigating The Beacon as safely and as quickly as possible, and that’s the only thing I can afford to focus on.
As I continue forward into the center of the station, there’s a real eeriness to it all.
I don’t have any audio from the surroundings. Isaac is listening to that, on the basis that Driver and I need to be able to hear his instructions as well as communicate easily with each other.
Major is being fairly quiet through the earpiece I have in one ear, too, and for the moment that’s leaving a silence befitting the stillness I can see.
If I didn’t know what had gone on in recent days, I would probably use the word calm to describe The Beacon as I now see it.
Knowing what I do, dead is much more appropriate.
It’s still a wondrous thing to see and I’m sure Driver feels impressed by it all in a conflicted kind of way, even when she’s already so familiar with the awe-inspiring bunker complex we’re conducting this mission from.
There’s still power, with overhead lighting illuminating our way as I continue forward towards the Control Center.
I’m glad for everyone’s sake that I moved all my late colleagues’ bodies well out of sight — not least for the sake of those colleagues themselves. I’m even more glad the bunker’s analysts haven’t identified the Canteen as somewhere we need to gather a piece of evidence, what with how many bodies I laid out in there as respectfully as I could.
We can’t avoid a trip to the dorms, though, which is going to be just as cold as the Canteen given that I wanted to preserve the bodies in there as much as possible, too.
I’m not giving up hope that we’ll be able to bring them back to Earth for a proper send-off once we’ve stopped Zola’s plan and made sure he won’t be responsible for countless more unnecessary deaths. When I left this station in the Escape Pod I didn’t know if there would be any viable spacecraft left on Earth, and in just 24 hours I’ve learned not only of the self-directed transporter that just delivered Toby but also a vessel that almost defies imagination in the shape of the remarkable Vita.
The bodies of my colleagues are getting home for a proper send-off. I’m not forgetting about the animals I found in suspended animation tanks inside Barnet’s lab, either. As soon as it’s possible, we’re bringing them all back to Earth.
But before any of that, we have a lot to do to foil Zola and not much time to do it.
As insurmountable as this sometimes feels, I’m glad that the scale of the ERF’s bunker program and the level of technology we have at our disposal is better than I could have realistically hoped for when I first saw how lifeless and charred our planet looks from up here.
“Feeling good so far on the controls?” Driver asks.
“All smooth,” I reply.
And it is all smooth. I go past the control panel on the pillar I saw from the airlock, feeling muscle memory kick in as I turn towards the Control Center.
I don’t know how much distance I must have covered up here in the few days I was fighting to stay alive and find some way to get home. I just know I passed this pillar more times than I can count.
Every inch of this place holds a memory. Few of them are positive and most are outright harrowing.
Even when good things happened, like the successful final experiment in my lab that brought a momentary jubilation stronger than any I’d ever known, they all ended up being a precursor to something terrible.
With the Control Center’s entrance now in view, it proves no exception. Access to that place was my white whale for so long — always feeling so close but just out of reach. There’s more than a little irony in the fact that finding a helpful robot was what eventually helped me smash through the high-security door that now lies in ruin.
The jubilation I felt in there when I finally made radio contact set an even higher bar than my success with the fuel enrichment. It didn’t last, of course, since the “allies” I was communicating with ended up unwittingly outing themselves as ZolaCore stooges trying to stop me from finding out any more than I already had.
But now, as I see the inside of the Control Center all over again with even more robotic assistance than last time, I know I’m not doing it alone.
I have three real allies around me, as well as Major and the others within reach via the earpiece. That brings a certain level of comfort.
I’m in charge of the robot’s movement and visual focus because I know this place better than anyone and I know that surprises can come out of nowhere. But if something unexpected does come up, it’s good to know I won’t be all alone to deal with it.
Even more so, there’s comfort in that.
“The phones are all inside that bag on the ground,” I say as soon as I spot it. “Driver, do you want to lift it onto a chair and tip them out? Or maybe just tear it open?”
“I think tear it,” she says.
“Agreed,” Isaac chimes in. “But we’re going to have to crouch for this. Ray, just get close as if it was at eye level. I’ll bring Toby’s legs down and then Driver can tear it open.”
I focus on the bag and walk towards it. Bearing in mind what Isaac said earlier about it being much easier to take an extra step than un-take one, I stop short. I then ease up on my pedaling speed to bring the robot forward carefully for the final few steps.
“Good work, Ray,” he says. “Now just pick a spot on the wall and look there while I bring us down. Driver… just pretend they’re your own hands and you’re tearing open a bag like in real life. Grip and pull apart. It should be easy. You’ve got this.”
Using the slow but precise controls on his computer system, Isaac then lowers the robot’s legs so that Driver can take over and tear open the bag. If it’s as easy as he thinks, I’ll be delighted.
“Eyes on the hands, Ray,” Driver tells me. “Follow me if I move. Stick like glue, okay?”
“I’ve got you,” I reply, focusing intently on Toby’s surprisingly slender but no doubt powerful robotic fingers as they move towards the bag.
And… bingo!
Making it look even easier than Isaac’s instructions sounded, Driver tears open the bag and brings dozens of phones into view.
“This is the harder part,” Isaac says. “We’re looking for number 19, but there’s no shortcut to turning them all over.”
More than ever, I’m glad I took the time to record whose phone was whose and to write a number on the back of each. There’s no telling how we would have done this if I hadn’t.
And although this might take a few minutes and will require a lot of dexterity from Driver, it doesn’t seem like it’s going to be difficult in any real operational sense. Cumbersome, sure, but nothing that should hold us up for too long.
Driver gets right to work. She has to do the physical work of carefully grasping each phone and turning it round to identify the number, but I’m not doing nothing.
Believe me: it’s hard to keep my eyes in one spot so she has a static view to work with. The instinct to glance around and look for the number on each phone is surprisingly strong.
As she goes through them, Driver places each phone on the ground. She leaves the back facing up so the numbers are visible.
“Is it worth taking any more of these?” she asks.
Major’s voice replies through our earpieces: “Not for now. We have priorities to follow and the space in the collection basket is limited. We can always come back for more once everything on your list is in the craft for data transfer.”
“Got it,” Driver replies.
After eleven false starts, the twelfth phone she picks up and turns around is the one we need.
“Number 19,” she says as soon as it comes into view. I can’t see her, obviously, but I can almost hear the smile.
“Hold tight,” Isaac instructs her. “I’ll bring Toby back to his regular stance. We’ll get the collection basket ready. Ray, you know what to do by now.”
I sure do: pick a spot and stick to it.
Once the robot is standing again, I focus on the hands.
“Easy does it,” I say to Driver.
Holding a firm grip, she slowly moves the robot’s hand over the fully extended drawer-like basket that’s now sticking out from Toby’s midsection.
Very carefully, she places the phone inside.
“One down,” Isaac beams. “Good work, team.”
Driver and I have the basic controls down and are working well as a team, but this is just the start.
We started with an easy task, too, collecting something I placed in a doorless location I know very well.
Next, I have to navigate to two of the many regular labs I’ve never visited. We have to open their doors and we have to gather documents I’ve never seen.
We’re off to a great start, but I have a feeling the real challenge starts now.
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“Labs next, right?” I say, mainly talking to Isaac. “Unless there’s a good reason to go for something else first, that will take us on a natural route.”
“Labs next,” he confirms.
Good.
This makes sense and I’d rather get the labs over with next. Those are the only places I’ve never been to that we’re going to need to visit today. With that in mind, any hiccups around entering or searching somewhere are most likely to come at this stage.
“Okay,” I reply. “I know where the two labs we need are, but I could use confirmation of the exact doors once we get there. Do you still have the list and the layout in front of you?”
“Affirmative. And a more detailed map on my screen,” Isaac says.
I feel like I’m in safe hands here. Between Isaac’s robot, Lindell’s lenses, Driver’s calm control and my familiarity with the station, we make a pretty good team.
No one says much as I make the walk to the labs.
Major is being very quiet in the earpiece, as good as his word. He said he would only talk to us if he had to, because he didn’t want to present any unnecessary distractions. So far so good on that front.
My mind is whirring with possibilities about what could be lying in wait for us. Our analysts have left no stones unturned. Their short list of top-priority information for me to look for has to be full of big-time stuff.
Although I haven’t physically been in every lab the station has to offer, I have seen inside them all.
Once I gained access to the security cameras in the Control Center, I checked to make sure there were no bodies I might have missed. I spotted two among the various labs and moved them in with the others, with help from Bex and the train of trolleys she wheeled to the Canteen.
I also took a few minutes to scan the cameras for anything of interest in the labs. Nothing jumped out. There were certainly no huge visual surprises like the rows of animal tanks in Barnet’s offshoot lab or that helpful robot I found in Vinner’s.
I found something else in Vinner’s lab, too, though, which was incredibly illuminating and wouldn’t have been obvious from a quick camera scan. That was where I learned about Bayzen 108, the remarkably Earth-like planet Zola plans to colonize with his chosen evacuees and which the Vita could conceivably bring within our own reach.
The point is: I couldn’t look through every folder of documents and every computer on the station. The help I’ve had from Shaun and every single data analyst in the bunker has now identified some things that could be absolutely crucial in our urgent efforts to save Earth from total disaster.
And if that doesn’t show how much more can be done by working together than working alone, I don’t know what ever could.
I didn’t actually stop to ask anyone what specific evidence or information we expect to find at each of our five ports of call. All I know is that one stop relates to the ZolaCore bunker in New Zealand and one is hopefully going to give us knowledge of their undersea structure’s schematics.
The importance of this information literally cannot be overstated.
Locating their bunker, which is also bound to be the planned launch site for their planetary evacuation, will enable us to engage with its inhabitants.
The technology I’ve seen in the bunker so far leaves me in little doubt that our side has retained significant offensive capabilities. As a last resort, I firmly believe we could strike at the enemy once we know where they are.
We all know that doing so would risk a spiteful retaliation, but we also know it could stop the motherlode detonation from occurring. That’s our absolute priority, and every option at our disposal is worth weighing up.
There’s been a lot of talk around the bunker that Zola’s chosen evacuees might not even know about his role in the disasters that have already occurred, though, let alone the one he intends to unleash in less than three days. I thought the same thing myself before anyone else mentioned it.
If that’s right, we could conceivably stop his plan without firing a single shot.
I definitely see a lot of merit in a plan to truth-bomb their bunker with broadcasts about his evil actions before we resort to trying to full-on bomb them into submission. And I really feel like we’re bound to be able to do something like that, given the relative proximity of an allied ERF base in Australia.
Schematics for the undersea structure at Site B will bring equally obvious advantages. We’ve seen the outside of the structure, but we so far have no insight as to what’s inside or how the detonation might be set to initiate. To my mind, going into the structure guns a-blazing would be even riskier than doing so at the ZolaCore bunker complex.
I have every faith that Major and Williams won’t take any reckless risks without exploring every other possibility first.
So far, I’ve seen no reason to think this faith is misplaced. But if someone does suggest an overly reckless next move, I definitely won’t hesitate to speak against it. I’ve come too far to let a slip-up cost us now.
And speaking of coming far, my steady pedaling has now brought us to the labs.
“Second and fifth doors on your left, Ray,” Isaac informs me.
“On it,” I say.
I walk to the second door on the left and turn Toby the robot so we’re face on. I’m getting the hang of the turning procedure, which really is pretty intuitive. I’m also well into the habit of stopping just before my target and then inching forward. I do the same again here without any trouble, then look down at the robot’s hands before Driver even has to ask me to.
“Is this unlocked?” Driver asks.
“They all are,” I tell her. “I disabled the centralized security system as soon as I could.”
This leaves her with just a regular doorknob to navigate.
As is often the case, though, it’s the thing I don’t expect to be a problem that trips us up.
“It’s not turning,” Driver says. “Isaac… if this isn’t locked, it’s like… it’s like…”
“Take your time,” I say, keeping my eyes focused squarely on the hand as she controls its fingers to squeeze the doorknob. I can see that she’s trying to turn the wrist but just not quite managing.
“Have you tried turning the doorknob both ways?” Lindell chimes in from behind us.
It’s a fair question, I guess, and there’s nothing wrong with being thorough.
Still, the sharp nasal exhalation I hear from Driver tells me she doesn’t appreciate the insinuation that she’d be so absent-minded to have not already thought of that.
“Everyone be quiet,” Driver snaps. “Isaac, I’m trying to explain… it’s like the feedback is telling me it’s locked, but it’s not. I feel like I’m turning the wrist but it’s not doing it.”
“Take a breath, hotshot,” Major’s voice booms through our earpieces.
I hear Driver take a slow breath and hold it.
“Maybe let go and practice turning the wrist without holding the doorknob?” I suggest.
I can never tell how Driver is going to react to something, what with how much of a hot-head she seems to be. Fortunately she takes this better than Lindell’s well-intentioned question from a few seconds ago.
She releases her grip and moves the hand to the side of the doorknob. I keep focus, holding the hand in the center of our vision.
As she tries a twisting motion, it’s more like the hand is turning rather than the wrist. It’s hard to describe.
I’d say the motion she’s performing could get a spinning top going, if she gripped it between the middle finger and thumb, but there’s not enough rotation to turn the doorknob.
“Okay,” Isaac says. “You’re overthinking it. Hear me out. When I went skiing as a kid, I could not for the life of me point my toes inwards to make the shape for a controlled stop. I thought I sucked. But when I told my dad about it, he asked if I had tried sliding my ankles outwards instead of just focusing on pointing my toes inwards. It was the simplest thing, but it made all the difference. I didn’t suck… the instructor just didn’t teach me in a way I could understand. I was tensing up my whole foot and trying to point my toes in, when really it should have been a holistic movement. Here, I’m the instructor who didn’t tell enough and didn’t run through enough practice rounds. It’s on me.”
“So what’s the right way to explain it?” Major groans impatiently.
“Major, you really need to stop interrupting my mission,” Isaac fires back, showing some balls to go with his usual calmness. “And Driver… you really want to visualize that you’re turning your whole arm. Once you commit, the sensors will know. Forget about the doorknob. Right now, just think about turning the palm in to face you. Can you do that?”
She exhales sharply again, then turns the palm. “There,” she sighs in relief.
“Very good,” Isaac says, not at all patronizing. “Now I want you to grab that doorknob and pretend you’re trying to rip it off the frame, turning it inwards in your palm — all in one motion. Ready?”
I keep total focus on the robot’s empty right hand as Driver moves it back to the doorknob.
Like it’s all of a sudden the easiest thing in the world, she opens the door on her first try.
“Thanks, man,” she sighs, clearly to Isaac. “And sorry everyone. It’s all new.”
“Hey, you did it,” I tell her.
The others chime in with similar comments, although Major is conspicuously silent. Isaac’s out-of-character rebuke might have gotten through, I figure, which is no bad thing.
He might get a rebuke of his own later for speaking to Major like that, but it had to be said.
Our job is hard enough here without dealing with sudden interjections that sometimes sound like he must be shouting into his microphone from half an inch away.
“That hard drive right there on the desk is all we need in here,” Isaac announces in an understandably upbeat tone.
This is a huge relief. It could have been locked away in a drawer or too high for us to reach without somehow climbing on a chair, or any other of a million challenging places.
But thanks to where it is, we’re able to work together to have it in Toby’s collection basket within a minute of seeing it.
“Two down, three to go,” Lindell says once the hard drive is safely recovered. “You guys are getting pretty good at this!”
“Come on, dude,” Driver chuckles, the first of us to respond. “Don’t jinx it…”
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Practice makes perfect, and Driver makes light work of the second lab’s doorknob.
My walking movements are feeling increasingly natural, too, aided by how immersive the visual feed really is.
I think we stumbled into a pretty good balance, having rehearsed enough of the cooperative controls to have some idea of what we’d be doing in the mission but not wasting too much time.
Isaac said all along that we’d learn by doing, and he’s proven himself dead right.
“We’re looking for a document folder in here,” Isaac says as I step through the open door.
I scan the lab and sigh when I don’t see it.
Okay, I guess I was overly optimistic to think it might have been sitting on the desk with a metaphorical neon arrow pointing directly at it like the hard drive was in the last lab.
You can’t blame a guy for hoping.
“The researcher who worked here is a guy who was involved in some ZolaCore structural design work on Earth,” Isaac goes on. It’s obvious that he’s reading this from a note as he relays it to us. “He’s worked on mining projects, so he was a main focus for our analysts. This lab is where they’ve seen security footage showing a page with what they think is the structure in the ocean. This guy might have been working on plans for future mining setups, on Earth or anywhere else. And if he does have the schematics, they’re in a folder in his top desk drawer. The last footage of him with the folder shows him putting it in that drawer, and he didn’t lock it.”
That’s some news I’m glad to hear.
After the trouble we had with an unlocked door, a locked drawer would have been a real challenge. It makes sense that the lab’s owner wouldn’t keep everything locked up, too, since the lab’s main door was locked via the usual biometric setup until I disabled the security system.
I walk over to the desk, looking for a drawer. When I see it, there’s a wheeled chair in the way. Driver moves the robot’s hands towards the chair before I even ask her to, and we get it out of the way without a single word.
“You guys are getting good at this,” Isaac says.
I move into position and focus on the top drawer. It doesn’t have a handle or a knob, which I hope won’t be too much of a problem.
It’s the kind of drawer that just has a slanting inward lip at the top. Easy enough for a human to open, if not quite as effortless as a standard drawer, but maybe more challenging for a remotely controlled robot.
“Crouching now,” Isaac says.
Once we’re down, Driver deftly applies some finger pressure to the top of the drawer and slides it out towards us.
This wouldn’t have been possible with Bex, since the fingers of her hand attachments are far too thick to be able to grasp anything in such a small space as the recess Toby’s more dexterous digits just slipped into.
It really feels like I’ve leveled up, moving on from the coarser Robex-2 to whatever the model name is going to be if Isaac’s robotic creation ever hits the market.
I look into the drawer, hoping our knowledge of the undersea structure at Site B is about to move to a new level, too. I see a folder underneath some pens and other general “drawer stuff” like a stapler and a half-empty pack of tissues.
As usual, I then look back at the robot’s hands and stay on them as Driver moves them into position.
Moving the small items out of the way and lifting the folder is a piece of cake for her by now, and it’s on the desk within no more than ten or fifteen seconds.
“I feel like we should look at this now,” she says. “That way if anything happens to the connection or anything else before we can transfer all the data, at least we’ll have seen this. We don’t even have to take it all in. We’re recording the feed, so I just have to flip through.”
“Go for it,” I agree.
As soon as she suggests this, I realize it makes all kinds of sense. In my limited understanding of the original plan’s details, I think we were just supposed to put everything in the collection basket and then return Toby to the craft.
I guess Isaac would have then emptied it all out and done whatever was necessary to set up a data transfer from the phone and hard drives.
He’ll still do that for the digital stuff, I’m sure, but looking at written or printed information as soon as we find it is the smart thing to do. Driver is right that it eliminates the risk of losing the information if something happens to our communications signal, but I think there’s also an obvious broader benefit to our bunker’s analysts and decision-makers seeing this stuff as soon as they possibly can.
It has been designated as the highest-priority information still on The Beacon, after all.
“Okay, I can authorize that,” Major’s voice chimes in via our earpieces.
Part of me wants to tell him that I already agreed with Driver and we’re the ones doing this, but I think better of it.
All things considered, Major is doing an okay job of staying quiet, which probably isn’t easy for a guy who’s given me the impression of being something of a control freak.
Very carefully, and performing her most precise operation yet, Driver takes hold of the folder and tips out the contents. Around a dozen loose-leaf sheets of paper fall out.
“I’ll lay out four at a time,” she says. “Just glance at them one-by-one, Ray, then I’ll do another four.”
That’s a smart way to do this and she gets started on it right away. The first four sheets she lays out are full of printed text that I don’t really take in. It’s dense. I see some words like rig and extraction that tell me it is about mining, which is good news, but my job right now isn’t paying attention to this stuff.
Like Driver said, this is all being recorded.
It’s all no doubt being streamed to various senior analysts in various areas of the bunker, too, along with Major and Williams in the war room, so that the people best placed to look into the details can do so while we keep moving forward.
When I’ve looked at each of the first four sheets for a few seconds, I focus on the hands again so Driver can lay out four more. She puts them on top of the previous sheets, which is smart thinking as it’s going to minimize her work in picking them all up at the end.
I repeat the same process as last time but stop dead on the third new sheet, for a lot longer than a few seconds. Because unlike all of the others so far, this sheet isn’t full of text.
No… it’s full of technical drawings, one of which shows a structure suspiciously similar in shape to the one our scanning drones found at Site B, the motherlode detonation site off the Atlantic seaboard.
“Jackpot!” Isaac cries. I hear a high five following it up, with Lindell clearly just as delighted.
I am, too, but I want more.
This tells us that we have the right guy and the right folder. Aside from that, though, I don’t know what else it tells us. My untrained eyes can’t see anything revelatory in the drawings and certainly nothing about any explosives.
The fourth sheet has a more detailed drawing of one section of the structure, which I think might be more helpful.
I really don’t know much about this stuff or have any familiarity with the drawing conventions, but my gut says there’s more to learn from this page than the others. I can make out the word “access” from the guy’s scribbled notes and I really feel like this is all going to mean something useful to the people in the bunker who would know.
We’re giving them crystal clear images of every page, infinitely clearer than the footage they saw from the ceiling-mounted security cameras that alerted us to the folder in the first place. After this, it’s down to them.
There are only three sheets in Driver’s final lineup, bringing our total to eleven. Two are full of printed text and the third has more drawings.
That makes eight pages of text and three pages of drawings that all seem to be focused on the undersea structure. All things considered, I think this is a huge win.
I focus on the hands again and wait until Driver places each sheet of paper back into the folder. Isaac then gives the right commands to bring the collection basket out from Toby’s midsection, at which point she puts the folder in there with the hard drive and phone from earlier.
“Three out of three,” Isaac comments approvingly.
From here it’s onwards to Vinner’s offshoot lab, where I learned of Bayzen 108b and discovered my first robot helper in the shape of Bex.
I know the walk like the back of my hand and it doesn’t take long.
My feet haven’t tired from the unusual pedaling motion like I thought they might, which could be because I’ve always had little breaks between the walks. Either way, I have us at the edge of the lab’s long safety walkway within just a few minutes.
The familiar walkway brings back all kinds of memories, from the terrible moment I found my supervisor Justin dead in my own lab’s walkway all the way to the panicked moment when Laika got stuck on the wrong side of a pop-down barrier in the walkway to Zola’s bizarrely ornate hideout.
I try not to dwell on any of it.
“They just want everything you can get in here,” Isaac says. “There are no cameras in these secure offshoot labs, as you know, so we don’t have as much to go on. But apparently several of the regular labs have a concealed wall cabinet, so be on the lookout for one of those. And if you see any documents, we’ll definitely want to take a look at those, too. Since Vinner had information on the detonation forces required to access theocite deposits on asteroids, our analysts think he might have very important information about Site B.”
That all sounds reasonable enough to me. I can’t remember everything about Vinner’s lab but I’m pretty sure I already read over all of the documents I could find.
I’m not putting too much hope into finding a concealed cabinet, but we’ll give it a shot.
As we reach the end of the walkway and I continue inside, I can’t help but turn to look at Bex, my trusty old robot pal. I left her exactly where I found her, and looking at her now you wouldn’t know how much drama she’s been through.
“I’m sure she’s happy to see you again, too,” Isaac says with a slight laugh. “Any sign of something hidden in the wall, though?”
I slowly scan the room from where we’re standing. Nothing jumps out. I go closer to the wall and start walking in a slow circle.
“Hold up!” Driver yells. “Ray, there! There’s a line.”
Even when she says it, I can’t see.
“Focus on the hands and I’ll show you,” she says excitedly.
I do as she says, and within a few seconds she’s led my focus to a section of the wall at chest height. She makes the robot extend one finger then traces a line on the wall.
Finally, I see it!
There’s a line. A groove. Whatever you want to call it, it’s a sign that there is some kind of concealed compartment.
“How in the hell did you notice that?” I ask.
“I’m pretty good at spotting differences and anomalies and stuff like that,” she says, no gloating in her tone. “It’s part of hazard perception, you know? Helps when I’m flying.”
I want to tell her she should meet Laika and see who’s better at spotting differences. Talk about a clash for the ages.
“Should I just feel around?” she says. “Isaac?”
“Maybe start by pushing it,” he replies. “My notes say the ones in other labs are spring-loaded like that.”
With help from my by-now automatic visual focus, Driver places our robotic hands on the wall and pushes. Just like magic, the right-side of a two-door cabinet swings outwards.
Driver wastes no time in opening the other side. It’s small — no more than a foot across — but it might just contain something that turns out to be very big.
There are two hard drives which she picks up without hesitation, one in each hand. I guide the robot to Vinner’s desk, where Driver places them down.
“Can we definitely access whatever is on these drives we’re finding?” she asks.
“They tell me we can,” Isaac answers. “Our intelligence agents are confident we can almost instantly bypass any encryption that might be in place. They’ve gotten in to everything Ray brought down, including the black box. The weight of the agencies is on our side, Driver. And believe me, that goes a long way. Their publicly disclosed abilities to access data are a drop in the ocean compared to the reality.”
Again, I like what I’m hearing — for our present purposes, at least.
We don’t find any more documents, which is a minor disappointment but nothing to cancel out the potentially seismic contents of a guy like Vinner’s hidden hard drive.
“Four out of four,” Isaac announces once the hard drives are safely in Toby’s collection basket.
“And now it’s just a dorm and we’re done, right?” Driver asks.
“Yeah,” I say, gulping once the word is out.
“What’s up?” she presses, clearly sensing my discomfort.
It’s not that I’m worried about accessing the dorm, or anything like that. It’s just that from the map I saw, I know that the bed in the dorm we’re heading for isn’t empty.
I want to tell her it’s nothing, but that wouldn’t do any good. After all, she’s going to see it in a few minutes.
“Well, we won’t be in there for long…” I tell her, “but I hope you’re okay with dead bodies.”
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The dorm we’re heading for is only two doors away from my friend Yannick’s, which is why I remember that someone died in it.
A lot of people did die in their beds when the sabotage attack hit. And compared to the researchers I saw sprawled around the airlocks in a desperate bid to escape the toxin, I really feel like they were the lucky ones.
I don’t know the man’s name, much less what kind of work he did, but the data analysts who put together our shortlist of targeted information haven’t steered us wrong so far.
Whatever they think is in here, it has to be worth finding.
“Do the dorms have cameras?” Driver asks as we enter the corridor.
“Yeah,” I say. I didn’t know that until I accessed the Control Center and found out, but it’s now a source of relief rather than consternation.
Okay, I’ll admit there’s still a certain violated feeling that comes with knowing the hours I spent in my bedroom were recorded and have probably now been seen by some of the bunker’s countless data analysts. But for the most part, what’s done is done.
“So we know what we’re looking for,” she goes on. It both is and isn’t a question.
“A thumb drive,” Isaac says, “and this could be the most important item of all. This guy worked in communications and some footage from his lab shows him using this drive while his computer screen is displaying a map of New Zealand with at least two location markers. It’s not clear due to the angle and how small he had it, but we think one might be their bunker. This guy was in deep, top-level clearance and everything. He wasn’t chosen to survive, just like the guy who set off the toxins, but we think he knew about the bunker. It’s worth a shot.”
It is worth a shot.
In our situation, anything is worth a shot. But I still can’t help but feel a little downbeat that this is our reason for thinking we might find the location of the bunker. Unlike what we’ve found elsewhere, it doesn’t seem very concrete. The location markers on the guy’s map could have shown anything.
I won’t let that get in the way of what has to be done, though.
This might be the most uncomfortable retrieval so far but it’s the one Isaac has been told is potentially the most consequential.
He might have only been told part of the story, or might have failed to relay the confidence the others have in this thumb drive. Either way, we’re going to get it and then we’re going to get the robot out of here.
I’m going to finish my mission, hand over even more gift-wrapped evidence and information to Major and his team, and then I’m sure as hell going to see to it that he honors the promise of letting me reunite with my family.
“Third right from here,” Isaac tells me.
“I know,” I reply. “Thanks.”
I stop at the door and follow the now familiar process of letting Driver do the rest. If there were medals for making robots turn doorknobs, by now she’d be gold all over.
“You covered his face?” she says as the body in the bed comes into view.
“Yeah,” is all I say.
It has to be seriously cold in here, too, based on the changes I made to the temperature settings. We still have no overlay and Isaac hasn’t mentioned it, but I know.
I set it low in here.
I did that to preserve the bodies as best I could. And even now that it seems like the guy in here might have been a bad egg rather than an innocent researcher working up here for the right reasons like I was, I don’t regret it. I won’t stoop to their level.
The bodies of the dead don’t have to deserve respect for me to give it to them, even if their owners themselves showed no respect for life.
Hell, I didn’t even stoop to Grainger’s level after finding out he was the one who killed everyone else with the toxin release. The world is in ruins and I’ve lived every moment since I left here filled with a burning desire to make everyone responsible pay for it, but I won’t let them take my humanity.
I look around the dorm, searching for a bag or any other obvious spots where a thumb drive might be hiding.
“So the thing is…” Isaac sighs, “it’s under his pillow.”
Of course it is.
Driver mutters a few words that make me glad there are no children listening in.
“On the bright side, that’s a sign of how important it could be,” Isaac continues, trying to make us feel better about what we’re going to have to do.
Sure, I can’t deny the logic. And in one sense, it does make me feel better.
It really does only make me feel better about the probability that what we find will be useful, though. Unfortunately, that doesn’t make the act of actually retrieving it any more palatable.
“Don’t think too much about it, Driver,” I say. “I had to do some things up here I’ll never be able to forget and this isn’t going to make the top ten. I’ll get in position and then you just stick the hands under the pillow and feel for it, okay?. We don’t have to move the guy.”
I hear her breathing, loudly and slowly. “Okay,” she gulps.
If someone had tried to make this task feel so simple to me a few days ago, I would probably have wondered how they could be so relaxed about it.
Everything really is relative, though, and my perspective is warped by memories of poor Yannick’s finger and all the times I had to get way too up close and personal with my dead colleagues to unlock the facial recognition on their phones.
“And believe me: you’re as strong as I am,” I add.
That’s not a platitude, either — I remember everything President Williams told me about what she’s been through. And even then, I got the sense there’s probably a lot more he doesn’t know about, like how she ended up falling in with such a bad crowd and living on her own at 16 in the first place.
If I can do what I did, Driver can sure as hell do this.
I walk to the head of the bed and turn to the pillows then wait for Isaac to do his part. He does, crouching the robot enough for the hands to easily reach under the pillow.
Driver forcefully exhales a sudden breath then sticks both hands under the pillow.
Unfortunately the speed she goes in at disturbs it more than we wanted, causing enough movement to tilt the guy’s head and cause the small cover to slip from his face.
“Jesus,” she groans.
“Close your eyes,” I tell her. “Driver, close your eyes and breathe. You’ll feel the feedback when you find it. You don’t have to look.”
“He’s right, darling,” Lindell chimes in. He’s hardly spoken so far and in other circumstances I think Driver would probably admonish him for sounding patronizing for the way he addresses her now, but he means well as always.
I can’t tell if Driver’s eyes are closed or not, but I keep mine focused on the edge of the pillow.
I’m glad to see some movement underneath indicating that she’s still with us and still going for it. For a few seconds, at least… until the movement stops completely.
“Driver?” I say. “Did you take your hands off the grips?”
“I… I’ve got it!” she cries in victory, after a delay that makes me think she could hardly believe it at first. “I can feel it.”
“Retrieve, retrieve, retrieve,” Isaac instructs, staying totally focused. “Pull your hands back, Driver. You can keep your eyes closed until Ray looks away, but do not let go.”
As soon as the hands are out from under the pillow, I turn away and let Driver know she’s clear to open her eyes.
“Opening the collection basket…” Isaac says. “Keep those hands clear.”
With the basket open, Driver wastes no time in placing the thumb drive inside.
“Great job,” I tell her.
“Thanks,” she says, letting out one last extra-long breath. “But I want to put the cover back over his face. I’ll be okay.”
I have a lot of respect for that, and too much respect for Driver to ask if she’s sure. I turn around, walk back to the pillow, and focus on Toby’s hands.
She very quickly and wordlessly does the rest, taking hold of the cover and lifting it into position.
I turn away again, looking to the door.
“Five out of five,” Isaac says. “Awesome work, team. Just awesome.”
“Thanks,” we both say at once.
“You did good, Ray,” Driver adds.
“You, too,” I say.
She gulps. “No, I mean before all this. When you were up here on your own, with all these people. Staying alive, covering them up… you did good.”
I get the sense from Driver that she doesn’t dish out praise often, or even let herself get to know people well. That makes me appreciate her words all the more.
“Absolutely stellar, both of you!” Major’s voice booms.
This time I don’t mind it.
“But there is one more thing,” he adds.
Okay… maybe I spoke too soon.
“What thing?” Isaac asks, taking the words from my mouth.
“Just a quick change of plan,” Major says.
I feel my back straighten instinctively. I don’t like the sound of this. “Yeah?” I ask.
“Yeah,” he goes on. “We need you to check on Zola before you leave.”
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“Zola?” I echo.
I’m not the only one, either. Driver gasps the word at the exact same time.
“We need to know he’s still there and that the countdown hasn’t changed,” Major explains. “There’s no explicit reason to think anything has changed in his room, but when you’re so close and working so well at this, it would be reckless not to make sure. If something has changed, we need to know.”
“We can’t go in that room,” I insist. “The security system gave me a one-minute countdown to get out and it restarted when Laika flew back in. It’s at nine seconds.”
“There’s a very strong chance you won’t trigger it,” Major replies. “Nothing alive will be going inside.”
He’s not wrong to consider that, but I think he is wrong to think the chance is very strong.
“Nine seconds isn’t enough, anyway,” I say. “Even for a person it would be tight. I could just about run in far enough to see Zola and get back out before we hit zero, but the robot doesn’t move that fast. And even if it can go faster, it can’t turn fast enough to get out quickly.”
The last point is an important one, because there’s just no way I could count on myself to be able to turn 180 degrees and get out of there within the tiny amount of time we’d have. The vision-tracked turning controls simply aren’t quick enough to give me confidence on that.
Silence circles for a few seconds.
“Ray, our security people don’t think the robot will trigger the alarm,” Major reiterates. “I think you’re—”
“I think you’re forgetting I’m the one who’s been there,” I cut in. “That’s why you have me doing this.”
Now I really feel the silence.
“There is something else we could do,” Isaac says, breaking it after a few seconds. “I’ll cut the streams to the lenses and show you guys what I’m talking about. Close your eyes.”
I do.
When Isaac tells me to reopen them, I see him. I see Lindell… I see Driver… I see the room I’ve been in all along, while feeling like I was right there on The Beacon.
“What else are you thinking?” Driver asks him.
I turn to Isaac, equally curious.
But before Isaac can reply, Major’s increasingly grating voice rises in my earpiece.
“Listen to me,” he demands. “The benefits outweigh the risk and people I trust are confident—”
The voice stops abruptly, just as I feel Driver, her hands free from the grips, reaching across and taking the earpiece from my ear. She puts it on the desk along with her own.
“Major has said his piece,” she says to Isaac, obviously done with listening to too many voices at once. “What’s yours?”
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“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Lindell asks, glancing at the earpieces.
“He really needs to learn when to stay out of the way,” Driver says. “I flew him here from California — no guidance, no one on the radio — and he was up there telling me about optimal altitudes and all this other crap. The guy has never flown anything besides a kite in his damn life. He just wants to be in charge.”
I pictured Driver and Major having a pretty good relationship, after what Williams told me about their journey here.
I’m not exactly surprised to hear Major is a hard guy to be around for hours on end in a high-stress situation, though, and he has always struck me as an uncompromising control freak.
“Anyway… what’s your plan, Isaac?” she asks.
He holds his hands up, palms outwards. “I’m not saying this is a plan, it’s just an alternative. If Ray thinks it would be worth seeing Zola if we could do it more safely, this is another way forward.”
Everyone turns to me.
“Well, obviously it would be worth seeing him if it was safe,” I say.
To be honest I hadn’t felt any urge to check on Zola until Major raised the issue. But now it’s like all the times the idea has entered my head that maybe I left the oven on at home or forgot to lock the front door.
Once it’s in there, it’s hard to shake.
I don’t know why or how Zola would be gone. It feels like it’s worth being sure, though, so I’m all ears about Isaac’s idea. He’s a smart guy and if he thinks something will be safe — or at least safer — I’m willing to hear it out.
“Each of our remote droids is equipped with four miniature surveillance drones,” he says. “That goes for Toby in front of us here, and it goes for Space Toby up there on The Beacon. We call them wasps. The wasps are rapid and they can be guided by the same grips Driver has been using for the hands, operating as joysticks. This task would only take one wasp. We could be in and out with seconds to spare even if it does trigger the alarm. And I don’t know about you guys, but now that the question is in my head I’ll breathe a lot easier once we have eyes on Zola.”
Instinctively, I turn to Driver. She’s the one who would be doing it, and her reaction will say a lot.
Her hands move back towards the control grips. “I’ll need a practice run with this robot in here,” she says.
Well, expressions of willingness don’t come much clearer than that.
“Let’s roll,” Isaac says, focusing back on his computer. “Okay, we’re back with this droid now — Bunker Toby — like when we first practiced. I’ll use the full interface here to release one of the wasps. And…”
With a firm click of a key on his keyboard, Isaac brings forth a tiny flying drone from a previously unseen recess near the shoulder of the robot beside us.
I hear the wasp drone before I see it as it makes a zipping noise and settles in a hovering position in line with Toby’s eyes.
“Over to you, Driver,” he says. “The grips won’t close around your hands this time and you only need to use one. It’s going to feel like a vertical joystick for now. And we have four of these wasps for practicing, so don’t worry too much. We’ll learn by doing.”
We all watch as Driver reaches into the right-side grip. As soon as she does, the wasp drone banks wildly towards the far wall.
“Woah!” she calls, righting it just in time by steadying her grip. “Talk about reactive.”
“I can dial that down?” Isaac offers.
She shakes her head. “No way, reactive is good. Next time I’ll just have a stable grip before you release it. Don’t worry about it.”
As though she’s done it a million times before, Driver then takes the wasp for several quick spins around the room.
Within a few seconds I really think she must have experience doing something very similar, because she’s taken to the controls like a duck to water.
She tests out different speeds, making the drone move around in a way that’s at first carefully controlled and then — as Isaac put it — positively rapid.
When she returns the wasp to its initial hovering position, Driver looks away and turns to Isaac. “Since these things obviously have cameras…” she says.
I can tell by both her tone and the smile on Isaac’s face that there’s more to those words than I realize.
“Yes, you can see through them,” he says. “I can have Ray’s lenses linked to the droid and yours linked to the drone, if a first-person view is going to be easier?”
“Yeah,” she nods. “The simulations I’ve done for remote reconnaissance were all like that — seeing what the drone sees. This works in here, when I can see the robot and the whole scale, but doing it through the robot’s eyes with Ray in control would be too new. We could practice it now if we had to do it that way, but it sounds like we don’t.”
As Isaac taps away at his computer, I feel both Driver and Lindell looking at me.
“Well? This has to be your call,” Driver says. “You’re the one who’s been there, Ray. Not me and not Major. I need to know if you want to check that Zola is still there and I need to know if this is the way you want to do it. If it is, I can do it.”
It has to be a yes on both fronts.
Whether it’s irrational or not, I have an unshakeable urge to see Zola in his capsule. Like Isaac said about the way he feels, I’ll breathe easier once we know.
Isaac’s wasp drones are a much faster and thus much safer option than the more cumbersome droid, too, and Driver has demonstrated that she knows what she’s doing.
The nature of Driver’s view during the task has to be totally down to her own preference, so I’m willing to go along with the setup she favors.
“Let’s do it,” I decide, exhaling slowly.
When Isaac finishes getting everything ready on the computer, he lets us know with a much sharper exhalation of his own.
“Close your eyes again then, Ray,” he says. “Driver, don’t worry about anything yet. Ray will get us to the threshold and then I’ll link your lenses and your grip to a wasp.”
We both give our okays, and with that I close my eyes to go back to The Beacon one last time.
I get back into the pedaling rhythm and make the walk from the dorm to Zola’s offshoot lab.
The walkway is a mess, littered with the remnants of the barriers Bex smashed down after our presence triggered their descent from the ceiling.
After passing all of that, I stop just short of the final threshold.
I can see into Zola’s room, but the angle from the robot’s perspective doesn’t let me see inside the suspended animation pod. I also can’t quite see the countdown clock that first alerted me to when he’s going to wake up, which we know from the schedule we found is set for one hour before the motherlode detonation.
It’s hard to gauge how much time has passed during the very disorienting mission we’ve been conducting. As an estimate, I expect the awakening countdown on Zola’s capsule is going to be at something like 68 hours.
The countdown we have to worry about even more urgently is the one that Laika and I left at nine seconds, back when we left this room after unknowingly tripping it by touching the capsule.
I stop short of the threshold.
Well, here I am.
“Over to you guys,” I announce.
Isaac encourages Driver to solidly grasp the joystick-like control interface within the grip, so that everything will be steady when she assumes control of the wasp drone.
He then releases that drone from inside the robot. I look down and see it emerge from the chest — my chest, in a way — and settle beside my head.
“Close your eyes, Driver,” he says. “When you open them, you’ll see what the drone sees and you’ll be in control of it. Are you ready?”
“Born ready,” she replies, though the quick breaths and deep gulp that follow tell me she’s feeling the pressure as much as anyone else would be.
“And open,” Isaac instructs.
A few seconds later, I turn to watch the tiny drone head back down the walkway — away from Zola’s capsule — as Driver gets to grips with the control interface.
“All good?” I ask.
“Seems like it,” she replies, performing a few quick circles and some very quick dashes up and down the long walkway.
She then brings the wasp to a stop back where Isaac first released it, right next to my head.
“In your own time, Driver,” Isaac tells her.
“Well, there’s no rush to start,” I say. “Once you cross that threshold, get in, get the shot, and get the hell out. Okay?”
“I hear you,” she assures me.
I don’t hear the drone shoot off, like I did when Driver was practicing with the one in the same room as us, but I do see it.
“Can we have the sound through your computer?” I ask Isaac.
I know we have audio input and that he’s been monitoring it throughout.
Until now Driver and I needed to hear each other while we were cooperating on the controls, as well as keeping a line open to Major via the earpieces. There also hasn’t been much to hear.
I’m hoping there won’t be anything to hear now, either, especially not the alarm I tripped last time.
The drone is small enough for it to feel less likely that it’ll trip the security system than the human-sized robot probably would have, but it’s not like it’s invisible or has any kind of shielding.
Depending on the nature of the sensors, they could still pick it up.
Driver is flying in with the full intention of getting out within nine seconds. But if the alarm does go off, she has to get the hell out immediately.
“Ambient sound is already coming through the speakers,” Isaac confirms.
Watching on through the immersive visual stream captured via the robot’s eyes, I hold my breath.
She’s in.
There’s no going back now.
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Time seems to stand still as Driver guides the tiny wasp drone towards Zola’s capsule.
The alarm doesn’t blare as she passes the threshold between the walkway and the room, where a thick security door once stood. After what feels like several seconds, it seems like she’s been in there long enough to confirm it’s safe.
The urgency she moves with tells me she isn’t thinking the same thing, though.
I watch from the robot’s perspective at the edge of the threshold as the drone reaches the capsule. Because I can’t get inside the capsule from here, all I can do is wait impatiently for some kind of reaction from Driver or the others.
I know Isaac and Lindell are crowded around the computer, no doubt watching the drone’s eye view. I could have been, too, really, if I’d thought about it. We could have disconnected my lenses once I’d arrived at the threshold.
It’s too late now and doesn’t make any external difference, anyway. I say external because my blindness to what they’re seeing is definitely making a difference inside of me. The feeling of not knowing is amplified with each passing millisecond.
I’m hoping no news is good news, since no one has gasped or cursed or shrieked anything about Zola being gone.
I’m also aware that my concept of time is warped by the adrenaline flowing through my veins and the pace of my thumping heart, so I could be overthinking a momentary silence that only feels extended.
“Thank God for that,” Isaac sighs.
With those four words, I swear my elevated heart rate must drop by eighty beats.
Zola is there.
“Oh, shit,” Driver cries.
And with those two, I feel like my heart rate doubles all over again.
“Go go go!” Lindell booms. “Driver, out!”
Almost instantaneously, the wasp drone zips around in a tight circle and dashes back towards my vantage point in the hallway. It crashes right between the robot’s camera-holding eyes, making me flinch due to how immersive the stream is.
Driver has demonstrated such composure and precision with the controls so far, the fact that she’s collided is a sign of how urgently she wanted to get out of there.
“What’s going on?” I ask. “Isaac, kill my lenses.”
Within a few seconds, my vision returns to normal. I look straight at Driver and see her shaken expression morph into a relieved smile.
“What?” I push.
“He’s in there and the wake-up countdown hadn’t changed, but the security countdown was ticking,” she says, still catching her own breath. “It was at four seconds when I saw it.”
“But there was no alarm,” I say, turning to Isaac. “I thought you had the sound coming through the speakers?”
“Exactly — there was no alarm,” Isaac replies. “I don’t know why, since the wasp obviously did trip the sensors, but I’m just glad Driver was aware enough to keep her guard up and pay attention to both countdowns.”
Wow. I am, too.
“Nice work,” I tell her. “And what was the other countdown at?”
“68 hours and 11 minutes,” she replies. “Zola was there, sleeping like a baby. We got the shot to satisfy Major and whoever else needs to see it.”
I needed to see it after the question came up, and Driver really has done a great job to get it safely.
“And hey, it’s a good thing you stopped a few steps back from the threshold,” she goes on. “If you were right at the edge, the drone would have landed inside when it bounced off your head.”
I feel a shiver at the thought of that, given that we don’t know what kind of spiteful cost we might have paid if the clock reached zero.
That clock must have reached as low as two seconds by the time Driver’s wasp got out, which means we’re never going back in. But we don’t need to.
We’ve proven Zola is still there and from now on we could retain a presence in the hallway via the robot if that’s what Major and his advisors want. I don’t see the need for it, but the option is there.
For now, we all know that our last task is getting the robot back to the airlock and into the waiting craft where all the data we’ve found can be transferred.
My understanding is that Isaac will take over at that point, using the much slower but much more precise controls on his computer to link the devices up to a craft-based system that will be accessible from down here thanks to the radio linkup.
I’m hoping the analysts who report to Shaun are already working through the paper documents we’ve shown them about the undersea structure. We might even hear about that as soon as we’re out of here. Based on how much they’ve discovered from the black box in the short amount of time they’ve had it, I know they work fast.
Beyond those documents, I’m especially intrigued to see what the thumb drive we found under a pillow in the dorms can tell us about New Zealand.
Driver doesn’t have to do anything else, so she pulls her hands well clear of the grips and walks over to Isaac’s computer. He reactivates my lenses so I can guide the robot and the priceless contents of its collection basket back to the craft.
I make quick work of it, all things considered, and breathe a huge sigh of relief when the robot is standing back where it started.
We’re done.
We did it.
I keep the lenses in even after Isaac returns my vision to normal, since those are the reason my vision can feel normal rather than blurry like it would be without them.
“I think you’ve both earned a drink after all that,” Lindell grins while Isaac gets to work on his final steps.
I laugh, then focus on my breathing to get back into a calmer state. It’s been non-stop adrenaline since the mission started, with some particularly extreme spikes along the way, and respite is well overdue.
We’re a long way from done in our much bigger mission of stopping the detonation, of course, but I have a feeling we’ve just taken some giant leaps forward.
My attention is then taken by the handle on the locked door behind us jiggling loudly. Five powerful knocks follow.
“Open up!” a deep voice bellows.
The voice is Major’s… and he’s not happy.
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I get up first and walk over to open the door.
Major and President Williams are standing outside. Only one looks pissed, and it’s definitely not Williams.
“Do you think I put you on this mission so you would disobey me and take risks we didn’t talk about?” he snaps.
I’m taken aback at first, until I realize he’s looking beyond me and directing his ire at Driver.
She doesn’t say anything.
“And what the hell happened to the audio link?” he continues, this time flicking his angry gaze between all of us.
No one answers.
Major pushes past me and storms over to Driver. “When I granted you a spot in this bunker I trusted that you would follow the orders I—”
“That was me,” I interrupt, following him across the room. “I took the earpieces out so we could concentrate. I asked you to stop talking over us but you kept doing it. And when it came time to go into Zola’s room, we couldn’t risk not hearing each other.”
Major’s eyebrows rise halfway up his forehead, but he doesn’t say anything.
“And you put me on this mission because I knew the hazards of the station better than anyone,” I go on. “I decided the wasps were safer than walking in. Driver did exactly what I told her to do and we did exactly what you wanted: we checked on Zola. Job done.”
Tension circles as Major glares into my eyes from only a few feet away.
Eventually, he takes me by surprise by holding out his hand. “Job done,” he says, firmly shaking mine as soon as I offer it. “All of you… job done.”
Almost right away, he then returns to the doorway.
So soon after bursting in here with steam coming from his ears, he seems totally calmed.
Major obviously doesn’t like being disobeyed and losing control of a situation, but it’s pretty telling that his anger faded when I told him it was me rather than Driver who decided to cut him out.
I had a feeling that would be the case, because I’ve seen a lot of narcissist tendencies and I think he sees Driver as being beholden to him in a way I’m not.
Williams told me Major appreciates that Driver saved his life and ensured his longterm survival by bringing him to this bunker.
That might be true, but the other side of the same coin is that she has a potential seat in the Vita because Major brought her into this bunker despite her name not being on the list.
Speaking up to take the blame for cutting Major out of the mission was an instinctive move rather than a conscious decision, but I don’t regret it.
Driver did do everything I asked her to, all the way through the mission. She doesn’t deserve to be spoken to in the tone he was using.
And although I’m sure Driver can take care of herself as well as anyone, there’s just something not right about a guy Major’s size shouting aggressively like that at a girl who’s so much smaller and so much younger than he is.
As someone who’s seemingly in this bunker only thanks to Major’s personal permission, I think she’s even more beholden to him than the other ERF employees are. With that in mind, she probably would have had to take his rebuke on the chin without being able to explain herself.
In the doorway, Major claps his hands together. “Hargreaves, keep working on getting those data transfers going. Thumb drive first, if you could.”
“I’m most of the way there already,” Isaac replies, speaking without breaking his concentration on the task.
“Everyone else, feel free to join us back at the table,” Major continues. “We have some progress already and you’re going to want to see it.”
Along with Lindell, Driver rises to join me. She pats Toby the practice robot on the head as we walk to the doorway, which Major has already vacated.
“Excellent work,” President Williams says, taking time to make eye contact with all three of us. “Really.”
Lindell walks out shoulder to shoulder with Williams, leaving Driver and I close behind. I hear him asking what kind of progress they’ve made, but Williams answers at a lower volume that I can’t make out.
We’ll see in a matter of minutes.
“You didn’t have to do that, you know,” Driver says, just after we pass the guard outside.
“You would have done the same for me,” I reply.
She momentarily stops walking. “You really don’t know me very well, Ray,” she deadpans. A smile cracks after a few seconds, then gives way to a more appreciative expression. “But seriously… thanks.”
I shrug it off. “That’s what teammates do,” I tell her. “Now let’s go and see what we found.”
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By the time we reach the war room, the entire wall is already filled with images of the technical drawings we found on the station.
Major, Williams, Lindell and Shaun are the only other people at the table.
“This is good,” Major says, pointing his index finger at the pictures and wagging it several times. “This might give us a way into the structure, if we end up needing it.”
“For real?” I ask.
Major turns to Shaun and holds out a hand in his direction, encouraging him to take over.
“There’s a lot of information between these drawings and the documents you found in the same folder,” Shaun says. “We think we’ve identified a section of the structure where we can gain entry — non invasively — to see what’s inside. We’re working on plans to do that using a remotely controlled scout like you just did on The Beacon.”
“Do we have a vehicle that can get a robot down there?” Driver jumps in. She’s facing Major as she asks.
“You know we do,” he says.
“Do I?” she pushes.
It’s a bizarre interaction and one that makes me feel like they’re leaving a lot unsaid.
Before I can push for any details, though, Shaun sits bolt upright in his chair and widens his eyes.
“News,” the diligent analyst says, staring intently at his screen and frantically navigating through whatever he’s looking at with rapid keystrokes and gestures.
Everyone gathers around.
“Isaac has linked up the thumb drive,” he says. “I’m filtering for images. While you guys were working on the mission we found a lot of hints about the bunker in New Zealand. Previous flight logs and phone locations in the intelligence agencies’ files, spikes in electrical usage in a few areas just before the evacuations got going… all of that has given us a working shortlist of locations. There are other private survivalist complexes in New Zealand but this one has to be on a different kind of scale that should—”
When Shaun abruptly stops talking, none of us have to ask why. We all know.
We can all see what he can see.
“That’s the image,” President Williams says. “That’s the image the researcher was looking at in the security footage — the image that made this drive a priority target. And Shaun, those location markers… one is their Auckland HQ, but isn’t the other one of the final two on your shortlist?”
A smile crosses Shaun’s face. “It sure is. Guys… we just found their bunker.”
President Williams gives me two firm pats on the back.
Even Major is grinning. “Shaun, tell the communications team I want a line to our Australian bunker. We don’t have a lot of time here, so I don’t want multiple missions. We need them to send drones to this site to see what we’re dealing with, and we need them to send some personnel, too, to wait nearby for further orders. We can’t afford to waste time waiting for them to arrive after we know our next move. We need them there. Share this drive’s data with them, too, so they see why we’re so sure about the location.”
It sounds like things are about to get real in New Zealand, but I don’t want us to lose sight of the breakthrough that’s still filling the wall behind us.
“And we’re still working on this idea for the undersea structure, right?” I ask.
Major turns to me and nods. “You can talk to Driver about that.”
I look across at her and see her eyes close tightly for a few seconds.
“Let’s focus on this,” she says, gesturing to the computer with its breakthrough map showing the ZolaCore bunker’s location.
President Williams and I share a brief glance. I can tell he’s as curious about what they’re not saying as I am, and once Major has given the orders to his Australian counterpart I’m sure we’ll hash it all out.
For now, I’m glad we have at least one clear way forward.
“I’m going for a walk,” Driver says, heading to the door. “My legs feel like they’re going to seize up after all the sitting.”
I can’t shake the feeling that something about a potential undersea scouting mission isn’t as clear cut as I’d like it to be, and Driver’s manner since Major mentioned it is the main reason.
“And I’ve made the request for a line to Australia,” Shaun tells Major. “The video room will be ready when you are, sir. I’ll keep looking through this to see what else we have. I’ll keep you posted.”
As Major leaves, close behind Driver, President Williams takes a seat next to Shaun.
“What do you know about the vehicle they were talking about?” Williams asks Shaun, surprisingly blunt.
Shaun gulps. “That’s not really my area,” he says, an uncharacteristic evasiveness in his tone.
But just like Major and Driver when they briefly discussed it a few minutes ago, I’m far more interested in what he’s not saying…
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Wherever Driver went to stretch her legs, she’s been in no rush to get back.
In the meantime, I’ve been glued to my chair.
All the way through, I’ve been amazed by the speed, breadth and depth of the discoveries the bunker’s analysts are making as they pore over our findings from The Beacon.
Isaac made pretty quick work of setting up the data transfers. When he was done he popped in to check on our main findings until that point, but by then we had only really seen some key breakthroughs on the New Zealand bunker and the undersea structure at Site B.
He didn’t stick around for long. Very understandably, he wanted to get back to his daughter Beth after spending several hours on the mission. Whenever he returns, he’ll be in for more than a few surprises about what we’ve found since he left.
I’ve been getting a sense of what it must have been like for everyone else when I arrived and they suddenly had reams of data to work through.
We have way less to work through in comparison, of course. The signal to noise ratio is also much better now. The devices and documents we’re focusing on were pre-identified as being likely to contain useful information, which makes a huge difference.
So I guess it would be fairer to say I’m getting a very diluted sense of what it was like when they first accessed the black box and began combing through it.
There’s also another important difference now.
With this evidence, almost everything we’re finding can move us forward in our bid to prevent the motherlode detonation.
It wasn’t always that way. To begin with, the others must have felt like everything they found in my initial evidence was making the situation seem progressively bleaker.
Nothing is black and white, though.
Even now, a few of the things we’ve found have made the broader context of our situation feel more complex rather than more manageable. There’s no denying that. But for the most part, we’re feeling more in control as time passes.
And time has been passing — so much so that I get a real surprise when I look up at the clock and see that Driver has been gone for four hours.
None of the rest of us have left the room at all in that time. And when it comes to Shaun, I don’t know if his fingers have ever stopped moving.
Every minute I spend with Shaun makes me understand better why Major puts so much faith in him. It also explains why he was here in the war room when I first entered, despite everyone else seeming to be at least 20 or 25 years older.
The least immediately helpful information we’ve found has come from the hard drives we found hidden in the wall of Vinner’s offshoot lab. In keeping with his twin focus on asteroid mining and space exploration, I can understand why he was the researcher mulling over the bombshell information.
Vinner’s work also goes some way to explaining a mystery that’s been swirling for a long time. Ordinarily, it would have been the only thing any of us could think about. The fact that it’s been relegated to the sidelines is telling of just how urgent and all-consuming our immediate problem is.
Four words can sum up the biggest discovery we’ve made from those well-hidden hard drives:
Theocite on the moon.
We have no reason to think ZolaCore has a working mine up there. But knowing they’ve discovered theocite under the lunar surface makes it seem decidedly less random that the radio signal I connected with on the station appears to have originated on the moon.
I see the connection, if not quite yet the implications.
Vinner’s data suggests that only a small amount of theocite has been decisively detected on the moon.
In turn, that could explain why Zola has gone to such destructive efforts to get his hands on Earth’s supply to enable his demented resettlement project.
In regard to those undersea deposits, we’ve found nothing yet to give us any insight on how the detonation might be initiated. Unfortunately that means we’re no further forward on the mechanics of how to stop it.
We’re not standing still, though.
Through a combination of our newly acquired data from the station and some additional visual mapping from the remote drones that first delivered images of the structure, we have at least learned that it very well might be possible to get a scouting droid inside the structure to look around.
From there, if all else fails, we could look to disarm the site or disrupt the detonation process before any more damage can be done.
Going in blind to the structure where the extinction-level detonation is set to originate is obviously an absolute last-resort.
If it comes to that, all else has failed.
Engaging with ZolaCore in New Zealand is our priority for the moment, and Major is clear on that. More than ever, it feels like we’re fully aligned in pursuit of a common goal.
Even now, Major still won’t be drawn on the vehicle issue that raised its head when Driver seemed surprised that he thought a droid mission to the structure was possible.
Every time the topic comes up, he maintains that our focus for the moment has to be on New Zealand. He’ll only talk about the logistics of reaching Site B once Driver returns.
I’m getting an uncomfortable feeling about why she matters so much to a last-resort mission like that, but I don’t want to get ahead of myself.
Another mission is underway for now, and it’s the one we’re hoping will decisively shift things in our favor. It’s been a long time coming, too.
At last, the leadership of our bunker and the population of the ERF’s Australian facility have been able to work together to send a reconnaissance crew to the identified site in New Zealand.
The plan has multiple stages of engagement. Each successive stage would become necessary only if the previous one fails in its goal. Each would become more challenging than the last. Riskier. Less desirable.
The crew’s initial efforts will involve truth-bombing the area around the complex. They’ll drop large speakers, loud enough to reach anyone on the surface nearby. At the same time, they’ll broadcast signals from above in a bid to inform the bunker’s population of Zola’s involvement.
We’re still assuming most of them won’t know that everything is Zola’s fault. That he’s the reason for the chaos. The reason for the bloodshed. Not a heroic survivor who can selflessly save them from it.
I don’t fully understand the mechanics of the truth-bombing. I don’t even understand some of the principles. I think I get the gist of it, but not much more.
What I do know is that our bunker contains a lot of high level intelligence operatives. Some of those guys have been precision-targeting propaganda to hostile embassies and across highly militarized borders for decades.
They know what they’re doing, and that’s what counts.
The Australian bunker’s population now necessarily knows about everything I found on the station. They also know what’s going to happen all too soon if we don’t stop it, which is more than can be said for anywhere else except Colorado.
Major has cited his fear of sabotage as the reason for keeping everyone else in the dark. I don’t like it, but there’s not a lot I can do about it.
Like Colorado, Australia now knows too much to be allowed to stay in contact with any other bunker.
The fact Major could enforce that from here says a lot.
If the presence of the incredible starship-like Vita in the spaceport didn’t already convince me, this would tell me for sure that ours really is the ERF’s flagship bunker and number one priority. Any doubts are gone. Major has been telling the truth about that, at least.
Major also says our population is the most highly qualified of any bunker’s. In his mind, maximizing the chances of some humans surviving what’s coming is the moral thing to do. If that means keeping others in the dark and ultimately leaving them behind, so be it.
I don’t know if Major’s morality talk is an attempt to make his self-preservation drive seem justifiable. For all I know, he actually believes it. I don’t suppose it makes a lot of difference either way. He’s in charge, and his word goes.
A huge part of me thinks we’d have a better chance of stopping the detonation if every bunker was working together. But maybe I’m naive.
Maybe increasing the number of people who know what we’re up against and what we’re doing to survive it would be counter-productive? Maybe there are a few ZolaCore moles out there who would scupper our plans if we told the other bunkers too much?
Or maybe I’m now telling myself that to justify the lack of a fuss I’m making about Major’s decision.
Whatever the case may be, we’re learning more things and making more distinctions all the time. I wouldn’t be happy sitting in a room looking at data if nothing tangible was happening, but it is. It very much is.
As I sit here, the Australian reconnaissance is growing ever nearer their target location.
When he gets word that they’re less than an hour out, Major passes it on to me and offers me the chance to call my family.
This is music to my ears.
It’s been way too long and the video room has been out of commission with discussions between our leadership and the Australians.
“And I’m going to be as good as my word,” Major says. “Once we have reports from New Zealand and I feel confident in our next move, I should be able to authorize release of a pilot to take you to Colorado. Don’t make any promises to your family about the next few hours, but tell them we’re on track. And Ray… although we’ll keep working on a contingency for reaching Site B, I really think this nightmare could all be over in a few hours if the Australians make a breakthrough. This could be the home stretch. It really could.”
I like the sound of that.
More than anything I just want to see their faces again, especially since I missed Joe during my last call.
Via Shaun, Major issues an order for the communications team to open a line to Colorado. He tells me the call should be live by the time I reach the video room.
As I leave the war room and eagerly cross the Assembly Hall, I’m filled with hope that this call will be the second-to-last one I ever make to Colorado.
In a few hours, I could be heading back one more time to tell them I’m leaving.
In a few more, they could be in my arms.
It’s been a hell of a rough ride to get this far, but it finally feels like we really are getting somewhere.
Let’s just hope it’s somewhere good.
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The guard at the video room’s door steps aside as soon as I draw near, knowing me well enough by now.
And when I enter the room Eva and Joe are already there. Major was as good as his word on that.
I’m never going to miss this place and I wouldn’t even go as far as to say I’m learning to tolerate it, but now that I’m feeling less friction with ERF personnel it is easier to be here than it was to begin with.
What’s harder than ever is being away from my family.
Seeing them on the giant screen makes that feeling both better and worse at the same time, as anyone who’s ever endured an enforced separation from their loved ones will understand.
“How’s the puzzle going?” I ask Joe.
His face lights up. “I didn’t know if you would remember,” he says.
I’m hoping his bid to finish the 500-piece spaceman puzzle isn’t going too well, since I really would like to win the race by getting to Colorado before he finishes it.
I came up with the idea as a way to feel like my return was inevitable — a when, not an if — and to make things easier on Eva by introducing a little reverse-psychology aspect, maybe even making him wish I’ll take a little longer to get there so he has a better chance of winning.
“How could I forget?” I reply.
He smiles again. “Well, it’s hard. 500 is a big number! My rainforest puzzle has 250 pieces and that took us forever.”
“Yeah, but you were only six when we did that one,” I remind him.
He shrugs. “I’ve got most of the edges at least. The next part will be faster.”
I think I can breathe easily. The next part won’t be much faster.
“So how are things going?” Eva asks. She still looks tired, as anyone would, but no more so than last time.
I give her a quick rundown of the Australian crew’s imminent arrival in New Zealand and our plans for tiered levels of engagement, stressing how much hope we all have that the mission will deliver a huge breakthrough.
As Major advised, I don’t make any promises about getting there on a certain timescale. I do tell them both that I’m surer than ever I’ll be there soon, though.
I then bring to Joe’s face the biggest smile I’ve ever seen when I ask if he wants to hear about the robot I just controlled in space.
He is absolutely rapt for the few minutes I take to tell him about the way it went down.
I leave out certain parts, like the corpse in the dorm and the panic in Zola’s walkway, but what I tell him brings more questions than I’d be able to answer if I had five times as long as I do.
“I’ll tell you every single detail when I’m there,” I promise. Again… except for the whole corpse thing. “It won’t be much longer.”
“And what if this New Zealand lead doesn’t work out?” Eva asks. She looked pretty enthralled by some of my mission retelling, too, but the heavy reality of our situation is never far away.
“We still have a lot of moves to make,” I tell her. “We found their structure on the seabed and we’re working on a way to get inside that as a last resort. ‘Engaging’ with their bunker can mean a lot of things, too. They’re not talking much about this out loud yet, but I think we can stop the ZolaCore evacuation by force if it comes to that. It’s just risky in terms of retaliation. We even have a robot up there with Zola. Reaching out to the bunker in New Zealand is really the first card we’re playing after getting a handle on the broader picture. There’s a lot more up our sleeve. We have top-tier people here, Eva. Believe me.”
“But you’ll be here before any of that,” she says. “Right?”
“I’ll be there,” I say. “They wouldn’t need me for any mission to Site B — I had specific experience that helped with the last mission, but I wouldn’t for that. We’re basically waiting for news from New Zealand. I’ve been promised a pilot once we know what’s happening next and I’ll kick up hell if they try to keep me here for no good reason. I’ve done everything they’ve asked. It’s been long enough.”
Eva nods.
“I really don’t know if I’ll be able to finish the puzzle in time,” Joe says.
It sounds like my reverse psychology trick — all for his own good — is working as intended.
“Just try your best,” I say. “That’s all we can do.”
“Okay,” he says.
We say our goodbyes, with a firm promise of another call in a few hours which I say is very likely to be full of very good news.
I’m not lying when I say that, either. Nothing is ever certain, but I have a good feeling about the New Zealand mission and a strong suspicion Major really will give me a pilot soon even if there isn’t a quick breakthrough on the engagement front.
He won’t want me here against my will as the clock ticks down. He’s way too smart for that.
When I open the door, I’m extremely surprised to see that Driver is there waiting for me.
“So what is it?” she asks, stepping in.
I look at her in confusion. “What do you mean? You’re the one standing here.”
“Major said you wanted to show me something in here when you finished talking to your family,” she replies. Her expression changes as she sees mine and realizes he’s up to something.
As I stand near the doorway, the lighting in the room behind me completely changes. I turn to look at what’s on the screen and see a bizarre looking ship of some kind.
It’s not a spaceship and I don’t think ship is really the right word, either. It’s probably more of a submarine.
“Jesus,” Driver sighs.
“What am I looking at?” I ask.
“They call it the Nautilus,” she says. “It’s the vessel Major was talking about when he said we could get a robot down into the structure.”
I look away from the screen and focus on Driver.
“Oh,” I say. “So what was that weird moment you two had all about? Why was he saying you knew about a vessel that could get there and you were acting like you didn’t?”
Her face hardens. “Because there’s a catch, Ray.”
“What kind of catch?” I force myself to press. I know I’m not going to like what I hear, but I have to hear it.
Driver gulps. “Well, the Nautilus isn’t like the self-directed spacecraft we sent to the station. It’s not even like the remote-controlled wasp I flew around Zola’s room.”
I think I know where she’s going.
“Yeah,” she says. “Someone has to drive this thing, Ray. From the inside.”
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“That rat bastard,” she groans. “Major wants you to talk me into doing this if New Zealand doesn’t work out. That’s why he set this up. He told me I should start talking to the Navy guys about a mission in the Nautilus, but that if it happens I would have to go alone. I told him there’s no way, and it seemed like he understood why. So I’ll tell you what I told him: it’s suicide.”
I don’t say anything for a few seconds.
“You know he said no one who’s supposed to be in this bunker can leave under any circumstances unless it’s inside the Vita, don’t you?” she goes on. “And you know I’m the only person besides you who isn’t on the list?”
I do know both of those things. I still don’t know what to say, though.
“Listen, Ray… if things look like they’re not going to work out, I’ll fly you to Colorado and back in a heartbeat to make sure your family get on the Vita. I’d be taking a risk by leaving here, obviously, but that would be a task I know I can succeed in and it’s one I’d be willing to do. That’s what teammates are for, right?”
Okay, now I really don’t know what to say.
For the last little while I’ve held a hope in my mind that Driver would be my pilot if Major gave the order, but I didn’t know if she would go along with it and I certainly didn’t expect her to volunteer.
“Thank you,” I say.
She exhales slowly. “Of course.”
I hold her eyes. “But…”
“No buts,” she sighs, turning away and shaking her head at the screen. “I’ve never piloted anything like this and you would want me to climb inside and take it towards a massive detonation site? Into the belly of the damn beast?”
“Driver, I came down from the station in an Escape Pod with no landing gear. I accelerated towards the ground until the very last second, because I knew that was the only way that whoever was left on Earth could have any chance of surviving this. I’m not better than you. I just don’t think you’re the kind of person who would leave people behind.”
Her head shoots back towards me at that, as though I’ve really hit a nerve. “I told you before, Ray: you don’t know me.”
“I know more than you think,” I say. “I know about the robbery. I know how you sat outside while the sirens blared, because you didn’t want to leave anyone behind. I know you didn’t rat on anyone even after one of them ratted on you. I know you flew Major here from California when no one else would.”
“Because here is where the Vita is, genius!” she snaps back. “Ray, get it through your head: I came here to survive. We all knew what Major was telling us when he talked about this being the bunker whose population would outlast the others. I was just the only pilot who fancied my chances of making it here in time. The rest went where they were supposed to, knowing it was the safest spot they could ever reach. I bet on myself, and here I am. So if you think I’m giving that up for some harebrained, one in a million shot at doing something worthwhile in that structure… well, you’re not as smart as I thought.”
I breathe slowly. “I just—”
“I’ll say this once, Ray,” Driver cuts me off, very firmly. “Do not piss me off. I came here to survive and I don’t want to be left behind. That’s it. But did you miss the part when I said I would fly you to Colorado? I don’t know why you’ve been nice to me and I don’t know how you’ve done some of the things you’ve done, but I know no one would have a chance if it wasn’t for you. We wouldn’t be leaving safely on the Vita before the clock hits zero, because we wouldn’t even know there was a countdown clock. We wouldn’t even know anything was coming.”
“I appreciate that.” I tell her. Right now, it’s the single truest thing I can say.
She nods very slightly. “This isn’t me getting sappy… but as much as I don’t want to be left behind, I don’t want to leave you behind, either. I couldn’t live with myself. And I know you’re not leaving without your family, Ray, so I’m offering to take you to pick them up from Colorado the second you ask me to. But if you’re going to keep trying to guilt me into a suicide mission because Major sees me as the only expendable person here, you can shove the offer up your ass.”
And that’s it. She’s said a lot, but the last part is what ties it altogether.
There really is no good reason for Major to push Driver into such a dangerous mission over anyone else, and as soon as she’s made the point I can’t help but totally agree with it. With her total lack of experience controlling a vessel like the Nautilus, it doesn’t make sense.
The only person holding Major to the rules about who can and can’t leave the bunker is himself.
Insisting on sending Driver wouldn’t only be pig-headed, though — it would also be unfair. She’s already stepped up to the plate for the station-based mission, as much as she didn’t want to in the first place, and even before that she got Major here in the nick of time.
She’s earned her spot and she’s also the last person down here I would describe as expendable.
Behind her, the screen suddenly changes again.
“He’s probably listening in and knows this hasn’t gone to plan,” she says.
But unlike her, I’m facing the screen. I know that’s not what’s going on.
She turns around and sees it, too. The screen hasn’t reverted to a shot of the corresponding room in Colorado and it hasn’t gone blank.
Instead, it’s showing a low-altitude aerial view of a landscape that looks a whole lot like New Zealand.
“Coming in now for first sight,” an unseen pilot comments in his Australian accent.
Driver and I glance at each other. “War room?” I ask.
She nods right away, and we just as quickly set off to watch it with the others.
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I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve crossed the center of the Assembly Hall, but I’ve never run until now.
Driver is as quick on her feet as she is with her hands, too, leaving me in her dust until she realizes how far behind I am and politely slows up a little.
In my defense, I don’t think there’s been any point in the past few days when she’s crashed into the side of a space station during an emergency EVA or fallen out of the sky in an Escape Pod with no landing gear.
Just saying.
“Come on, old timer,” she calls, mockingly but with no real sharpness in the words.
We had a pretty major discussion back in the video room but the mood has been lightened by seeing the Australian crew’s successful arrival.
Now, we’re both beyond excited to see what comes next. Because if this goes well, there’s a good chance no one in the bunker will have to take any risks relating to the undersea structure or indeed anything else.
If things work out, either the easy way or the hard way, our Australian allies could cut the head off the ZolaCore hydra in one fell swoop.
It could come by causing a mutiny with news of what Zola has done.
It could even come by more directly destroying the launch capacity for their evacuation.
Either way, it could be fast and it could be decisive.
When we reach the war room, it’s by far the busiest I’ve seen it since my first uncomfortable meeting with Major.
In fact, it’s even busier.
I recognize a lot of faces and uniforms from that occasion. Every seat except one is taken. It’s the one I was sitting in. Lindell is standing, which makes me think someone told him to leave it for me.
I choose to stand with Driver nearer the door. This gives the best viewing angle of the far wall, which Shaun has filled with the incoming stream. The projection fills a much bigger wall space than even the one in the video room, and with just as much detail. The landscape below is picturesque. There’s no sign of a thick dust covering here, like the kind I saw outside our bunker.
Major turns to us briefly and acknowledges our presence with a quick thumbs-up. He doesn’t ask how our chat about the Nautilus went, despite clearly having set it up, because that’s not what counts right now.
Everyone is focusing on the video, and listening intently to the occasional commentary from the pilot. He’s in a light aircraft, which was transported inside the larger plane his team packed full of everything they might need to progress through the layered stages of their mission.
“We should be right above the compound now,” the pilot says in his Australian twang, “and I can definitely see something over there. Are you picking this up?”
We’re not — at least not yet.
But as the plane continues, a conspicuous shape does come into view.
“You gotta be shitting me…” the guy says.
When the shape and scale of the spacecraft comes into clearer view, I’m thinking the exact same thing.
It’s hard to tell from the sky, but it has to be bigger than the Vita. It has to be.
“Dropping towards our minimum stage-one altitude for the best look I can get, but I’ll hold her there,” the pilot says.
He’s probably in contact with his mission controllers via a headset, and by sticking to their specified altitude even with the draw of something so incredible to see below, he’s showing solid discipline.
A few seconds of descent is enough to bring some more detail into view, and I can tell right away that the colossal ZolaCore evacuation craft looks more polished than the Vita.
I know the Vita is variably configurable post-launch and that the form I saw is essentially a cocoon, as President Williams described it, so it’s not an apples to apples comparison. But that still doesn’t change the fact that the visual wow factor is even stronger here than it was in the bunker’s spaceport.
As much as it kills me to say it, I have to hand it to Zola here.
It was incredible enough to learn that an organization funded by the world’s richest and most powerful governments could create a craft far beyond anything I’d previously thought possible. But for a private corporation to do it, just as successfully and just as secretly?
I’m begrudgingly impressed.
Everyone is, I think, judging by the silence and the expressions of awe I see on some of their faces.
My eyes flit momentarily to Williams, who is staring through narrowed eyes.
The sudden change in his expression is my first hint that something is wrong.
The gasps all around me are my second.
And when I look back at the screen, I get a lot more than a hint.
“I’m hit!” the pilot screams. “I’m hit!”
The spinning effect on the wall is dizzying as the plane spirals towards the ground.
I close my eyes and pray for that poor pilot.
I pray he dies on impact, if not before, because something tells me his welcoming committee on the ground is going to be a lot worse than the pair of guys who found me.
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No one speaks. Not even Major.
We just watch and listen in horror as the pilot desperately scrambles around and eventually manages to eject.
As soon as he’s out of the plane, our video feed suddenly and disorientingly switches to a stream from a body-cam on his collar. All we can hear now is the wind.
He engages his parachute with little time to spare, due to his low altitude at the time of the impact and the amount of time it took to eject.
What sounds like an air raid siren begins to blare, cutting off his voice again just after the deafening wind noise has relented.
On the ground below, growing close enough to see increasing amounts of detail, a dark vehicle emerges from a concealed ramp.
I feel my heart quicken to an all-new pace and can’t even imagine what this poor guy is going through.
There is a welcoming committee.
“Don’t come after me, bros,” he yells, loud enough and close enough to the camera to be audible over the siren.
I figure the tiny camera has to be communicating with the larger plane he flew in from Australia.
I can’t even imagine what his colleagues are thinking as they watch on from its landing spot, just miles away. They have to be fighting a burning urge to come to his aid, and he’s probably not the only person currently giving them explicit orders not to.
By the time he reaches the ground, which doesn’t take long, four men are visible beside the truck. They’re all wearing masks.
As I stare straight at the wall, knowing all too well where this is going, I see Driver turn to face me and feel the weight of her eyes.
I glance her way and see a fear that she’s never shown before.
I’m sure I’m wearing it, too.
The brave pilot gets to his feet and tries to fight, but he’s painfully outmatched.
As the others restrain him, one of the men leans towards the body-cam that’s evidently big enough to notice.
“I hope you’re watching down there, Ray Barclay,” the man taunts, yelling over the still-blaring siren. Every face in the war room turns to me. I feel sicker by the second. “Because this is all for you…”
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My heart is breaking for the fallen pilot, because there really is only one way this is going.
In the heat of this awful moment I can’t even start to get my head around the broader implications of what’s just happened.
Finding the location of ZolaCore’s bunker was a success.
Their evacuation craft is out in the open, clearly ready to carry the entire population of the broader complex to safety. That alone is more than we could have realistically hoped to find so quickly into the first reconnaissance flyover.
But now these guys know we know where they’re hiding. The initial victory could be very costly, and not just for the pilot.
They also knew my name, which tells us they know everything.
I still don’t want to assume that everyone on Zola’s evacuation list knows what he’s done, though. These masked men are the complex’s first line of defense so they’re obviously highly trusted.
I don’t want to think of everyone in their bunker complex as our enemies. If they are, we could be in even more trouble than we already thought.
And as trouble goes, it doesn’t get much bigger or more immediate than the kind our Australian pilot is facing. The men cover his mouth and bundle him to his feet, then straight into their car. One takes the camera from his collar and holds it tightly.
We can no longer see the pilot. We still have audio.
Everyone around me is staring at the dark wall. None of us want to see what’s almost certainly coming next, but closing our eyes to reality won’t make it go away.
Any information we can gain from the sights or sounds the camera picks up, no matter how unsettling, could give us something new to go on.
After a surprisingly short drive, the car stops. The air raid siren is still extremely loud but sounds noticeably different now that they’re inside.
What happens next removes any doubt about what’s coming.
When the visual feed returns, the same masked man who spoke into the camera a few minutes ago is holding it in front of his covered face.
A distinctive mole is visible on his chin. To me that seems like it partially defeats the purpose of the mask, but I don’t think it’s going to have any bearing on anything. All it does is tell me this is the same guy as earlier, and that the fact he’s spoken both times probably marks him as the leader of the pack.
“Think he’ll talk?” the man yells over the siren.
I feel my stomach churn. The scumbag then clips the camera to his own collar to ensure we’re going to see absolutely everything. The poor pilot is seated in front of him, held up by two of the others. They’re in a concrete room.
From the side of our room, I see Lindell shaking his head in sorrow and walking to the exit. A few others do the same.
I don’t know what’s holding my feet in place and holding my eyes open.
Is it rage?
Is it solidarity?
Whatever it is, it doesn’t last for long.
As the men scream at our pilot for information and he refuses to make eye contact, let alone to talk, their forceful words quickly give way to forceful actions.
My eyes close before I see a single blow, and I’m on the way to the door before I hear a second.
The room is already around half empty. I don’t know most of the people I see outside — only Lindell and Shaun, who leaves just after me — but I recognize most of their uniforms.
Lindell walks over to me. He looks like he’s going to say something, but nothing comes out.
The war room empties more and more as the moments pass.
I haven’t been counting and don’t know how many people were inside to begin with. All I know is there can’t be more than a few left.
The next person who comes out is President Williams. He looks like a broken man. I expect to see Driver and Major right behind him, but neither appears.
I hear some truly harrowing sounds through the door as Williams exits, even over the siren that’s still blaring in New Zealand. Those sounds go a long way to explaining why his face has whitened as much as it has.
Everyone else hears the sounds, too, and most of them move much further away from the door.
I can’t speak for anyone else, but I think we’re all just out here waiting for it to be over. We’re waiting for Major to come out and tell us either that the feed has been lost or that he’s cut the connection.
Time is hard to gauge.
I’d guess I was in there for around a minute after we first saw the inside of their concrete room, and President Williams probably lasted another two or three.
No one else has left since him, which feels like it’s been at least as long again.
None of us have spoken, either.
I look around and see hardened intelligence officers, senior military representatives, ERF security staff. For all of them, it was too much.
At last, the door opens again. Major sulks out from the war room with his teeth pressing into his bottom lip. The sounds are worse than ever until the door closes behind him.
Major turns towards the center of the Assembly Hall and stares into space, shaken in a way I’ve never seen him.
“She’s still in there,” Lindell mutters to me, the first words I’ve heard anyone say for several minutes.
The intelligence agents couldn’t stomach it. Major couldn’t stomach it. But somehow, and for some reason, Driver is still in there.
As I look around, almost everyone besides Major has their attention fixed on the door. We’re no longer waiting for him to tell us it’s over. Now, we’re waiting for Driver.
After another minute or two, I see President Williams take a deep breath and walk back towards the door. When he opens it, Driver almost walks right into him having already been on her way out.
The wall is blank and no sounds come through the door — not even the siren.
I’ve never seen an expression like the one on Driver’s face. There are tears under each eye, but I wouldn’t say she looks upset.
I don’t know what I can say to describe what I see. Rage doesn’t do her evident feelings justice. I don’t think any word ever could.
“He didn’t talk,” she says. The words are low and breathy.
Driver doesn’t have to say the rest for us all to understand.
She didn’t say he hasn’t talked or that he’s not talking. The past tense says it all.
From behind the group gathered at the door, Major walks over and takes a deep breath. “Did they cut the feed, or did you?” he asks. Any air of bravado is long gone.
“They did,” she confirms.
Major puts an arm on her shoulder. She doesn’t react, either positively or negatively.
“We need to recalibrate,” he says to the whole group. He lifts his arm away from Driver and gestures into the war room. The others filter back in, their sullen shoulders and heavy feet saying more than words ever could.
Driver hangs back before taking a few steps towards me.
“I’ll do it,” she says.
“Do what?” I ask.
“The Nautilus.”
As has become a theme around Driver lately, I don’t know what to say.
“This isn’t about being left behind anymore, Ray,” she says, almost hissing out the words. “I’m not running away. I’m going to stop the detonation, and then I’m going to find those animals and I’m going to kill them.”
I don’t know how wise pursuing the last part is, as much as I can understand the sentiment, but Driver’s change of heart gives us new options for our next move.
Our plans to truth-bomb New Zealand are in tatters now that we know the surface is patrolled by hardcore Zola loyalists, and the Australians are unlikely to have much appetite to send in any more personnel after what we’ve just seen.
I’d like to think Major is about to say we’re going to take aim at their evacuation craft now that we know it’s a sitting duck, but I don’t know what logistical challenges might stand in the way.
There’s no silver lining to what just happened and it would be callous to think in those terms. But our only other way forward is via the undersea structure, which we couldn’t reach without Driver’s newfound willingness to undertake what she recently described as a suicide mission.
Now that the brutality of the masked men has hardened Driver’s resolve enough to change her mind, I pray they’re going to rue the moment when they pissed off the wrong woman.
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It would be a massive understatement to say the mood is somber when everyone retakes their seats in the war room.
The initial shock and horror of what happened is still fresh, but I also get a sense that the deeper implications are sinking in for the others like they are for me.
Even with Driver’s change of heart about the high-risk Nautilus mission to ZolaCore’s undersea structure, our potential next moves have become uncomfortably shaky.
“I’ll take the Nautilus to Site B if we need to get the robot inside,” she announces from her standing position beside me. Everyone is looking at her, but she’s looking only at Major.
He tips his head forward in a half-nod.
“But not because of your stupid setup in the video room,” she goes on, snapping at him and aggressively pointing a finger in his direction.
I don’t personally think that seems like something worth fixating on right now, but emotions are running high for everyone. And Driver saw far more than I did from New Zealand, so hers are even higher.
“That was flat-out bullshit,” she goes on, “putting Ray in that position to make the case when you couldn’t. This is my call. I’ll do it because I’ll do anything to make sure these scumbags don’t get away with what they’ve done. I’m not running, Major. I’m fighting to the end.”
If Major is angry at the way she’s spoken to him in front of the bunker’s senior figures, it doesn’t show. His expression stays firm. “Good,” is all he says.
“The Nautilus?” a Navy official on the far side of the table speaks up. “We have a full crew on standby. Senior Coordinator Major, if a mission is—”
“I can’t and I won’t authorize their departure, Johnson,” Major cuts in. “No one on this bunker’s evacuation list is leaving unless it’s on board the Vita. I made a vow to protect the lives of the chosen evacuees and I made it wholeheartedly. This list was drawn up as a means of ensuring humanity can rebuild from anything. It’s not my place to play fast and loose with the list.”
The official — Johnson — looks confused.
“I’m not on his precious list,” Driver explains, her eyes shooting daggers at Major as she does. “I’m expendable.”
“But sir, the situation has changed since the lists were drawn up,” Johnson says. “We have to give ourselves the best chance of preventing further civilian losses, regardless of who was on what list when the list-makers didn’t even know what kind of disaster we might face.”
Major slowly shakes his head. “There will be no discussion. The only way off the Vita’s list for a final contingency evacuation is via insubordination, and I’d encourage everyone to bear that in mind.”
No one else says anything. Not a single person speaks in support of the Navy official’s rational and impassioned plea. I’m part of the silent cohort, too, because I know there’s going to be no changing Major’s mind.
“Maybe your crew can talk me through some things,” Driver says, turning towards Johnson.
After firing one last decidedly unfriendly glance at Major, Johnson meets her eyes. “Of course. We’ll show you what you need to know and we’ll stay in constant contact throughout your journey. We’ll load the Nautilus onto the carrier plane. You can unload automatically when you reach the coast.”
“And it still might not be necessary,” Major says in a low tone, sounding calm and as though he’s actively trying to diffuse any tension. He looks up to the ticking clock above us. “We’re at 62 hours. That means the ZolaCore evacuation is scheduled for 50 hours from now. I’ll keep talking to Australia about what they can do to block the launch. That pilot’s colleagues aren’t going to take this lying down.”
“Uh, and on that, sir…” Shaun says.
Major looks across at him. “Yes?”
Shaun shifts in his seat. “It seems like we still have a video feed from New Zealand. There was another camera in the parachute and it’s broadcasting from outside. The Australians just passed this along. The air-raid siren is still going. If those ZolaCore guards recover the parachute without spotting the camera, we might be able to see or hear more from inside their compound.”
“Hmm. Definitely keep me posted,” Major says.
After a few seconds of pensive silence, Lindell is next to speak.
“We’re going to need Isaac to set up the droid controls in the Nautilus,” he says. “That’s the idea, isn’t it… to do what we did on The Beacon? Get it in via the similar emergency entrance we’ve identified? The main difference being that we can’t get it there without someone bringing it?”
“Exactly,” Driver nods. “Ray… maybe you could find Isaac and help him with that? I would, but I need to start learning the basics for operating the Nautilus as quickly as I can. If I end up needing to do this, every minute of prep will help.”
I take a slow breath. Everything is moving again, but not in a way I like.
“What about my family?” I blurt out. Finally, I can’t keep it in any longer. “If a mission to the structure would be a last resort, where’s the window for getting them here from Colorado? Now?”
I don’t address this bottom-line question to anyone directly, but it’s aimed at Major and to a lesser extent Driver.
“If she’s leaving, it’s for this,” Major says. He says it so coldly, it’s almost like he wants the words to hurt.
“So let someone else fly if they’re willing to!” I shoot back. “It was good enough for you to recruit a pilot on the side when you needed a ride.”
Major raises his eyebrows and angrily glances between Driver and President Williams, the only two people who could have told me this.
“Or at least let someone else fly them in from Colorado,” Driver speaks up, standing loyally in my corner when I need her most. “Hell, they can replace me. I’ll fly there after my mission if that’s what you need. That way we’re not adding to your numbers except for Ray’s plus two, and you already promised their spots.”
“Okay,” Major says with a nonchalant shrug.
I wait for the catch, but none comes.
“Once the lines are free, after we’ve liaised with Australia, I’ll call Colorado and see if someone is willing to fly them in,” he continues. “They have working planes in that bunker, just no space-worthy craft.”
“I’ll call,” I say. After some of the things he’s said and especially the way he’s said them, I don’t trust Major to do what he says he will. I don’t know if I ever truly did, but any faith I had in his integrity is long gone.
He shrugs again. “Fine, when the line is free.”
Driver exhales sharply and shifts her feet. “Shaun, can you keep tabs on anything the analysts are finding about the structure, and maybe bring it together for me in a report? Any idea of what to expect down there will help.”
Shaun nods quickly without looking up, showing more stress than usual but still seeming to be on top of his unenviable role.
“We should really get you started,” Johnson says, sensing Driver’s similar feeling and rising to his feet.
“And I’ll find Isaac so we can get the robot ready in case you do need to do this,” I say to her.
The three of us leave along with Lindell, who I’ll be glad to have with me and Isaac.
I stop at the door as the others continue outside. “Major,” I call in.
“Barclay,” he responds, holding my gaze.
“I want a timeframe for the line being free.”
“Give me half an hour to focus on the Australians and I’ll be able to give you a few minutes,” he promises.
I nod and turn away. Half an hour is a lot less than I thought he was going to say, so I don’t push any harder.
With the ZolaCore evacuation craft out in full view, I’m still hoping for good news from Australia. They might still be willing to fully engage, and maybe even more willing if the ruthless killing of the pilot has stiffened their resolve like it did Driver’s.
I’m not giving up hope of that, but I’m not going to waste a minute in the meantime.
If Driver does have to head into the fire at the would-be detonation site, we have to do all we can to give her the best possible chance of success.
“See you soon,” she says, as the Navy official points in the direction they’ll be heading as they diverge from our route to Isaac’s room.
I stop walking. “I read you wrong, Driver,” I tell her. “Thanks for everything.”
And just when I feel I finally have a handle on Driver’s character, she surprises me even more by stepping forward and embracing me in a tight hug.
“Whatever it takes, we’re going to stop them,” she vows.
There’s a long way to go, but it would take a braver man than me to argue against the intensity in her voice.
I whisper back: “Whatever it takes.”





44

As Lindell and I near Isaac’s room, we’re interrupted by another door opening in the corridor.
“Oh, hey, Ray,” Vicki says, stepping out of the room where she’s been looking after Laika since I first arrived in the bunker.
“Ray Ray?” Laika calls from inside. “Vicki see Ray Ray?”
Lindell’s eyes widen. “Wow,” is all he says.
And Laika’s language skills are increasingly impressive, even from a high starting point.
The clarity of his deliberate intonation is what really gets me this time, since none of the words are new.
He’s just putting things together so naturally now, I really can only wonder how far he can go.
“Has he been okay since the hummingbird thing?” I whisper.
“Laika hear Ray Ray!” he excitedly squawks. “Come see Laika, Ray Ray. Come see!”
Okay, now some of the words are new.
I turn to Lindell. “Give me one minute. I’ll get you at Isaac’s.”
He gives me a nod and sets off for the final few paces to Isaac’s room.
“I was just going to the bathroom,” Vicki says, ushering me inside and following right behind. “No rush.”
“Ray Ray!” Laika calls.
Vicki steps forward and opens his cage. He flies right over, looking very much like he’s made a full recovery, and perches on my shoulder. He does this a lot more carefully than he used to, too, which is a welcome development given his impressive wingspan.
“Laika sorry,” he tells me, his tone dropping.
I pat him on the back. “Don’t worry, buddy.”
Talk about a guilty conscience.
The minor incident when he aggressively pecked at the image of a hummingbird on Vicki’s computer feels like forever ago, but Laika is still dwelling on it.
The only reason I was as upset and as firm as I was when it happened was that Isaac’s daughter Beth was in here at the time. Laika never put her in any danger, though, and she wasn’t troubled at all.
I figure his guilt must stem from the memory of how firmly I rebuked him for it, probably because it was the first time I’d done so since he knocked my contact lenses down a drain on the station.
We’ve come a long way since then, too, and it always hurts more to be yelled at by someone we care about.
Once I’ve reassured Laika there’s no reason to feel bad, he flies down and casually explores the room once more.
“I don’t have a lot of time right now,” I tell Vicki, finding myself inching towards the door.
“What’s the latest?” she asks.
Vicki’s face is troubled, obviously, but lacking the chronic exhaustion I’ve seen in countless others. Maybe it’s been a blessing for her that the most interesting research subject she’s ever going to see has happened to come into her life at its most stressful point.
She seems like such a warm person, too, who has always had all the time in the world for me whenever I’ve had the chance to stop by. I don’t have a lot of time, but I surely owe her a minute or two.
“We’re going to have some clear news soon,” I promise. “Anything I tell you now could change for better or worse in the next hour.”
“But we’re going to be okay?”
“You’re going to be absolutely fine,” I say.
I don’t think I’ve done a very good job of convincing her, though, because she looks more concerned than before I walked in.
I sigh. “Listen: we have some irons in the fire. But if they don’t work out, there’s an enormous spacecraft that’s going to outlast everything. If everyone down here has to evacuate, they can. It can come back to Earth if there’s anything left, or could stay in space. I’m not promising sunshine and rainbows, Vicki, but whatever happens… you’re not going to die down here.”
“And I could bring Laika?” she asks. It says a lot that this is her first question.
“No,” Laika chimes in before I can answer. “Laika like Vicki. But… squawk. Laika no leave Ray Ray. Squawk! Laika safe with Ray Ray.”
But… with… safe…
Laika has either learned or remembered a lot of words since I last saw him.
He’s also just demonstrated better than ever that he’s always listening and processing what we say around him.
“Laika is safe,” I tell him, before turning back to Vicki. “So he’s still improving, huh?”
Vicki smiles for the first time. We’re onto her happy subject. “Oh, he surprises me constantly, Ray. And it’s not just the words, either, some of the things he’s being doing with—”
All of a sudden, Laika flies back to me and huddles against my legs.
A deafening two-tone sound plays from the ceiling-mounted emergency announcement system in the far corner of the room, which is small enough that I’ve never noticed it until now.
After a brief silence, a deep voice rings out.
Major’s.
“This is ERF-1’s Senior Coordinator, Clarence Major,” he begins, breathless and urgent. “For operational reasons, all civilian personnel must shelter in place until further notice. All ERF and military personnel, report to the hangar immediately. No exceptions.”
What… the… hell?
“Ray?” Vicki says, as though I might have the slightest idea what’s going on.
“Don’t worry,” is all I can say. “I’ll be back.”
“Ray Ray no leave!” Laika calls up, still huddling against my legs. “Ray Ray stay!”
I crouch down and pat him gently “Laika is safe with Vicki,” I tell him, guiding him towards his cage. He goes in without any fight, but I know him well enough to know that he’s anything but soothed.
“Am I safe in here?” Vicki asks.
“We’re still on top of this,” I tell her, speaking as confidently as I can before heading for the door.
But as I rush into the hallway and see Lindell, now with Isaac and a very scared-looking Beth, I can only pray to God that I’m right.
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When I tell Isaac the war room is going to be no place for Beth this time, he wisely heeds the warning.
I try to reassure the poor girl that everything will be okay, but she’s clinging to Isaac’s legs even more tightly than Laika was clinging to mine.
Lindell and I spare each other any rampant speculation as we rush back across the Assembly Hall. We move at roughly the same hurried pace, due to his advanced years and my lingering injuries from the crash.
There is a real element of chaos in the Hall now, with uniformed personnel all heading out in the direction of the hangar. The few civilians in the area hassle some of them for answers and then come towards me, quite understandably, but I don’t know what to say any more than the ERF guards do.
“All I can say is follow the instructions,” I tell them. “We’ll have an update soon. Stay in your rooms or at least find a door and get behind it. I don’t know what’s happening yet, either, but I’m on the way to find out.”
I have to continue forward without getting into any more conversations, and when we reach the war room’s locked door I have to knock and wait for someone to open it.
“It’s Ray,” I call.
It opens after a few seconds, just as I was starting to run through my options for what to do if it hadn’t.
“Get back!” Major booms at the ten or twelve people still swarming me.
He pulls Lindell and I inside. We’re civilians, technically, but we’re in this and I’m glad he knows it.
As I look around, I don’t see Driver. Everyone else is still here, despite most of them obviously being ERF or military personnel. I hope that means Driver and Johnson, the helpful Naval official, will be back soon, instead of having to report to the hangar with most of their colleagues.
As soon as the door is closed and relocked, Major sits down.
“It wasn’t an air-raid siren,” he says, the look on his face especially intense even for him. “When they spotted our plane and shot it down, they didn’t fire up an air-raid siren, Ray. It was an evacuation call.”
I stare dumbly at Major, even as I hear heavy pounding on the door behind me and Driver’s voice telling us it’s them.
Lindell opens it, letting her and Johnson inside, then swiftly locks it behind them.
We’re all here now, and Driver’s obvious question as to what’s going on gets an even straighter answer from Major than the initial information he just gave me.
“They’re evacuating their bunker complex right now,” he says. He then sighs and drops his gaze to the ground, unable to look at either of us as he delivers the punchline: “And so are we.”
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“Evacuating?” Driver echoes. “Now?”
I glance up at the countdown clock. It’s at 61 hours.
When Major sees the direction of my gaze, he gestures to Shaun. “Update the clock,” he says.
Seconds later, the 61-hour countdown drops to 12 hours.
“What the hell?” I cry.
“They’re loading their craft right now, Ray,” Major says. “We’ve seen it from a high-altitude drone the Australians launched. They just ripped up the script. We know they planned the planetary evacuation to come 12 hours before the motherlode detonation. We cannot assume they’ve expedited one without the other. Unfortunately the Australians on location don’t have anything capable of destroying the craft from altitude or from distance. And we know only too well that they’ll be shot down if they fly low.”
I’m at a total loss for words.
“So you’ve seen the craft being loaded?” Driver asks.
“We have,” President Williams answers.
I trust him a lot more than Major, but it’s not until Shaun projects an image onto the wall that I really believe it.
Sure enough, a stream of people are lined up outside the massive spacecraft. They really are leaving.
“What about the structure?” Driver goes on, seeming much more able to think straight and express herself right now than I am. “Even if we are down to 12 hours now… you can still give me a chance to get out there and try something. We can’t just give up.”
“Sometimes discretion is the better part of valor,” Major replies.
“Don’t give me that shit,” she snaps at him. “I’m not asking you to go down there.”
He shakes his head. “We can’t afford to wait as long as it would take. For all we know, they might have expedited the detonation to hit in even less than 12 hours. Now that they know we’ve found their base, all bets are off.”
I stare silently at the image on the wall. How did what felt like a victory end up costing us so much?
The analysts behind the scenes identified where we could find information on the ZolaCore bunker.
We put together a complex mission and worked together — hard — to find that information deep inside The Beacon.
An Australian crew flew out to scout the location we identified.
But what did it all get us?
One man is already dead because of it, and everyone outside this bunker might not be too far behind. And that, inevitably, brings me to the issue burning a hole in my heart.
It’s the only issue that can focus my mind into formulating a coherent thought, and there’s only one man who needs to hear it.
“I need a line to Colorado,” I tell Major. “All they’ll need is a pilot and four hours — five at most. No more than that.”
Major’s lips tighten.
“Four hours,” I reiterate.
“Pre-launch procedures for the Vita have already begun,” he tells me. “We’ll be gone in three hours, Ray. I’m sorry to have to say this… but they’re not going to make it.”
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I could kill him.
I could jump across the table and kill him where he stands.
There’s no chance in hell Major would be doing this if it was his family in Colorado.
He wouldn’t be doing this if it was the love of his life and their perfect son who were going to miss out on their only shot of salvation for the sake of an hour, especially with no justified reason to think that hour will make any difference.
“I’m sorry, Ray,” Major repeats, his performative contrition only making me angrier, “but we have to leave.”
“We’re not leaving,” Johnson speaks up. “We have a long-shot mission that can conceivably work, and right now it’s all that can work for everyone else on Earth. We can get into their structure at the detonation point and at that stage there’s nothing to lose. Any shot is better than none.”
I like this Navy guy more and more.
But Major holds firm. “No one whose name is on the list is leaving this bunker in anything apart from the Vita,” he states.
“Then I’ll stay here and talk Driver through it,” Johnson insists.
Major exhales slowly and shakes his head. “The moment the hangar’s roof re-closes after we launch, this entire bunker shuts down. You would have no power. No communications, no light, no air circulation. And I couldn’t change that even if I wanted to.”
I feel my chest tightening around my lungs. Everything he says makes it worse.
Now not only can my family not get here before the Vita takes off, none of the rest of us can even stay behind to aid Driver in her mission.
“You’re overreacting and you know it,” I fire at Major. “If one hour was the difference between your family making it or being left behind, are you honestly telling me you wouldn’t hold off?”
He furrows his brow. “Tell me this, Ray: if your family was already here and someone else wanted to wait for two other people, who meant nothing to you and could only hold up your family’s evacuation to safety, what would you be asking me to do?”
I say nothing.
“Exactly,” Major goes on. “Because that’s the position everyone else is in. You feel responsible for the safety of two people, albeit two people who are very dear to you. Me? I’m responsible for the safety of eight thousand. And not just any eight thousand. The population of this bunker has been chosen to give humanity the best chance of rebuilding society after a disaster like the one we’re facing, and at the very least to survive it. I understand your position, Ray, and I sympathize with it. But surely you can understand mine?”
I feel every pair of eyes in the room gazing towards me. I have to think at least some of these people beyond Johnson disagree with Major’s decision, but acting in self-preservation is one position I can understand.
I’m having a harder time accepting the picture Major has painted, though, which is heavily skewed to paint himself in the best light.
“You’ve led me along from the very beginning,” I tell him, feeling a burning rage rise alongside the sorrow that’s been swirling. “Denial, excuse, delay. Joe and Eva could have been here yesterday. I didn’t ask for the moon on a stick. I landed at your bunker instead of theirs because this was the best place to bring the warning to give humanity the best chance of survival. All I wanted was a plane and a pilot.”
He turns his palms upwards, somehow infuriating me even further with what looks far too much like nonchalance. “You know my position on the list, Ray. But Driver isn’t on it. She could have flown you there at any point. Take it up with her.”
“Don’t you dare,” I snap at him. I take a step to head around the table to confront him, finally pushed too far, and it’s Driver whose hands grab my arm and pull me back.
“He’s not worth it,” she mutters under her breath.
I ease back. She’s right in that physically accosting Major is going to achieve nothing, but I’m still not done. “You made the mess we’re in,” I yell at him. “We could have been in full contact with the other bunkers from the start, working together on this. And look where your paranoia has got us! We’re the only ones who can do anything about the threat and you’re leaving everyone else to be killed. Driver is the one who was willing to risk—”
“Is willing,” she interrupts. “He can abandon, what is it, a third of a million people across all the other bunkers? But I won’t. Johnson, if you can help me prepare right up until you have to board, I can still do this.”
Johnson looks extremely unsure. “We’ll work with you for as long as we can,” he promises, “but if we can’t stay down here, I don’t know how you can do it. If you have to do something decisive down there, you can’t control the Nautilus for a quick getaway while you’re also controlling the remote tech inside the structure. The idea was for someone to do that from here. It’s not a one-person job.”
Driver scratches her chin.
“I’ll have a queue of volunteers ready to go down there to help her out as soon as I tell them about the mission,” Johnson says, all but pleading with Major. “Just let me send one.”
Major shakes his head. “Protocol is protocol. You know that as well as I do. The rules are written by more than one man so that no one man can make the wrong exception. That’s the long and short of it. If we don’t stick to protocol when it’s hard, we make mistakes. The role I’ve sworn to perform is keeping everyone on this bunker’s evacuation list alive. No exceptions.”
“Well I’m not on your damn list,” I hiss. “And I’m not getting on your damn Vita.”
Major raises his eyebrows. “No?”
“You said getting into the structure to stop this thing isn’t a one-person job,” I say to Johnson, before turning to Driver. “So it’s a good thing there’s two of us.”
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When Driver first heard of a plan to descend to the undersea ZolaCore structure where a species-killing detonation is set to originate, she described it as a suicide mission.
The fact that the two of us are now on the verge of doing it is the ultimate sign of how desperate Earth’s situation has become.
Neither of us are willing to leave behind the hundreds of thousands of people in other bunkers. I have my obvious reason and Driver has her own laudable motivations, too.
But with less than three hours to prepare to enter an underwater domain that’s far more alien to me than space, we have no time to waste.
“This is a one-shot opportunity, so we need to load everything you could possibly need,” Johnson says, taking charge in a way that makes me very glad to have a man of his experience at our side — for now, at least.
“You have an hour to do it,” Major interjects.
“You said three!” Johnson groans.
Major blows air from his lips. “Until we launch, not until we start boarding. It’s not a damn passenger jet we’re talking about here, Johnson… be real. If we could launch in three minutes we’d be launching in three minutes. Three hours is the best we can do, and to hit that you’ve got an hour. Maybe seventy minutes.”
Johnson turns back towards me and Driver. “Let’s go,” he says.
From comments I’ve already heard in earlier initial discussions about a potential Nautilus mission, I know we won’t be able to contact anyone in other bunkers while we’re in it. The Vita will be out of reach, too.
Our conventional above-ground communications infrastructure is fried. This bunker is the crucial node which could have kept a Nautilus crew in contact, but we’ve just heard that it’s going fully offline at the moment the Vita takes off.
When we get into the Nautilus, we’ll be truly cut off. We’ll be on our own.
I look around the room. I can’t be too angry at any one individual besides Major, whose petty obstinance has hurt our chances from the moment I arrived.
Maybe a stickler-to-the-death protocol-follower is exactly what the rest of ERF hierarchy wanted when they put him in charge of this flagship bunker and its remarkable evacuation craft?
Maybe it’s the system I should be more angry at? The game… not the player?
Not that it matters now. The operational damage is done, whichever door the blame ultimately lies at.
All Driver and I can do is go into the fire and do whatever we can down there to stop Zola’s planned detonation, which would bring irreparable damage to our entire planet on a level that breaks my heart to even think about.
“I’ll push the analysts to finish the report you asked for on the structure,” young Shaun says. He’s raising his voice as much as he can. “So far we don’t have much. Some of them haven’t come back with their analysis yet, though. There are still new things coming up from the station documents and cross-checks on other work those ZolaCore researchers have published on Earth. It’s not a dead end.”
“Thanks. Keep at it,” Driver says.
No one else says anything.
Lindell, at my side as he has been for so much of this, comes with us as we leave. He still has a part to play in helping Isaac gather everything we’ll need to control a robot from the Nautilus, as well as talking us through how to control the lenses so we can switch to an immersive view inside the structure if and when we need to.
I can hardly believe this is the task we’re facing.
It’s all so much less defined and laid out than the remote mission to The Beacon. The extent of our three-stage plan, if you can even call it that, is effectively to get to the structure, see what’s inside, and hope we can do something about it.
Given the timeframe we have and Driver’s total inexperience piloting anything like the Nautilus, even the first supposedly most straightforward of those stages feels implausibly difficult.
The third stage, meanwhile, seems like such a long-shot that I hardly even want to think about it until we manage to achieve the first two.
Even at the end of my hellish stay on the station, when I resigned myself to near-certain death by hurtling towards the ground in an Escape Pod with no landing gear, I knew what I could do to give myself the best chance of succeeding. I had to get the black box to the ground in one piece, no matter what.
When I absolutely had to, I came up with a reckless but ultimately successful way of doing it.
But now?
If we knew that all we had to do was deliver some kind of payload to the undersea structure, we could do it.
Even if it meant near-certain death, like my descent to Earth, I would have been willing to do it if I knew that, also like my descent to Earth, it would leave the world with a real chance of survival.
The trouble is, we don’t know.
And as hard as Shaun’s analysts are no doubt trying to find something useful, I think the reality is that we can’t know and won’t know until we get there — if at all.
For all we know, blowing up the structure at our first opportunity could instantly eliminate Zola’s team’s capacity to initiate the motherlode denotation.
But for all we know, it could just as likely trigger a cascade of pre-laid explosives that would kick-start the unprecedented final detonation.
We’re truly venturing into the unknown.
Driver has proven herself braver and more loyal than anyone I’ve ever worked with, and there is no one I would rather ride with into battle. The problem is that there’s no other battle I can think of that I would want to ride into any less than I do this one.
“It’s not over,” she says to me as we step outside, as though reading my mind. “Where there’s life there’s hope.”
I was able to psych myself up with words very similar to those on the station, but today I don’t feel the same verve. That’s where having a teammate like Driver pays off.
I’m not alone here like I was on the station. I have a partner — and a damn good one at that.
“It’s not over until we quit, Driver,” I reply. “And I don’t know about you…”
I force these words out strongly, trying to sound more confident than I feel. She could be feeling just like I do, and my forced confidence could help create a more genuine confidence within her.
It’s worth a shot. Like my Pops always said, it costs nothing to try to lift someone up.
“I don’t know what quit means,” she winks.
I grin. I don’t even care if she’s faking this momentary confidence, because it’s infectious either way.
There’s no one left in the Assembly Hall as we cross it from the war room. Everyone else is sheltering as they were instructed to, most with no idea of what’s coming next.
I have to assume the people who are privy to the Vita’s existence will have a strong hunch, given the call for ERF and military personnel to gather in the hangar. But outside of that dual minority of the bunker’s population, I don’t know how many civilians know there’s an evacuation craft in this complex.
Halfway across the Hall, a hand reaches out and grabs my shoulder from behind.
I didn’t hear anyone coming over the conversation we were having with Johnson about a core checklist of stock we need to bring, and my initial instinct is to grab that hand with my own and make sure there’s no threat.
Turning to see who has just grabbed my shoulder, I ease up as soon as I see that the hand belongs to President Williams.
“Hold on,” he says.
I can tell it’s important.
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I tell the others to keep going, but Williams encourages them to wait.
“This is for all of you to hear, but especially you, Ray,” he says. His face is filled with sadness. “I’m truly sorry for all of this. It means nothing now, I know, but I meant it when I said I wouldn’t abandon this ship. If the bunker wasn’t going to shut down as soon as the Vita leaves, I would have been as good as my word. And a tin can under Major’s control is no place for anyone, so we’re all counting on you to give us a shot of coming back.”
Phrased like that, the Vita doesn’t exactly sound like a hot ticket.
“If you don’t stop the motherlode detonation, there’s not going to be much of a future for us in orbit,” Williams goes on. “Futurists and utopians dream these things up. But unless an evacuation craft is a short-term measure, to outlast some kind of disaster that won’t make the planet uninhabitable for the long-term, it’s a waste of time. We’re just not built for it, Ray.”
With respect to President Williams and what I’ve always felt are his honorable intentions, his meditation on humanity’s suitability for life in space feels unshakably like a waste of our limited time right now.
I see a high degree of guilt in his eyes along with the sadness, though. I can only guess he thinks he probably could — and maybe should — have pushed Major earlier on working with the other bunkers instead of turning ours into an information fortress for very little good reason.
“Don’t be sorry,” I say. “This isn’t on you. But there are two things I need you to do now that can still help me.”
He’s listening.
“I need you to insist on being the one who breaks this evacuation news to the civilian population — not Major. You just alluded to it yourself that he’s not a natural leader. Even his message about sheltering until the next update was all wrong. Other people here have friends and family members in other bunkers, and everyone else is still holding out faint hope that the people they love might have survived even on the surface. The news that we’re abandoning them to save ourselves isn’t going to be universally well received if that’s how he breaks it.”
“I’ve spoken to him about that,” Williams says. “You’re dead right, and he’s willing to do a shared announcement. What’s number two?”
“I need you to bring me Eva’s engagement ring,” I tell him. “When I first got here, you said it was safe.”
I’m pleased to see a relaxed look on his face when this question is out, rather than any kind of shock or concern that might have suggested he didn’t know where the ring was. “Your things are still in the holding bay near the main entrance. God, you haven’t even been given a room down here, have you?”
“I didn’t ask for one.” I reply with a shake of my head. “I never planned to be here for long.”
Williams nods in understanding. “Hold on, though. I’m just thinking… I think you should be with me to break the news. People will be conflicted about leaving and they will be panicking about their loved ones. If they know you’re voluntarily staying behind to pursue something that could possibly work — and we don’t have to tell them how small the ‘possibility’ is — things could go a lot more smoothly. I don’t want this full evacuation any more than you do, Ray, but it’s happening. I think we owe it to the innocent men, women, and children down here to give them the best chance of getting to safety. They didn’t put Major in charge.”
“Ray has a lot to do and that’s not his mess,” Driver chimes in from behind me.
In fairness to her, I can’t disagree. But…
“I don’t have to learn as many controls as you do,” I tell her. “Give me five minutes, okay?”
Johnson, Driver’s potentially lifesaving Navy coach for the upcoming mission, answers first.
“I think you should head to the robot guy, anyway,” he says to me. “I’ll work with Driver on controlling the Nautilus, you make sure all that stuff is lined up. We’ll be in the hangar. Meet us when you can, with the robotics. And if you would spend a few minutes to calm the civilian nerves, I think that’s an honorable thing, son. This really isn’t about Major. No one asked to be in his bunker. God knows I didn’t.”
“Just be quick with everything,” Driver says. “And I’ll see you in the hangar, okay?”
“Thanks again for doing this,” I tell her. I could never say it enough.
If someone asked me to pinpoint exactly why Driver is undertaking this mission, I don’t think I could tell them. From the young woman I met who didn’t want to be left behind under any circumstances, and especially none caused by my burning urge to reunite with my family, it’s incredible to see how much she’s changed.
The gruesome video of the poor pilot in New Zealand certainly hardened her resolve to make Zola and his cronies pay for what they’ve done, but I saw a change even before that.
It’s easy to get the sense that Driver isn’t used to having anyone she can depend on, and is just as new to making herself dependable. But she’s here, and that’s what counts.
“You don’t have to keep thanking me, Ray,” she replies, more quietly than usual. “You would do the same for me.”
With that, she sets off for the hangar and I turn around to go back with President Williams. Everything he said was true: a calm population, or at least one that’s as calm as any could be in the circumstances, is going to increase their chances of a safe evacuation.
When it comes down to it, this is all about saving innocent lives. It’s been all about that since I first saw a ravaged Earth from The Beacon and prayed that someone — especially Joe and Eva — might still be alive.
We’re in the endgame now, when not just something but everything has to give.
And I’m going to give all I can to make sure it goes the right way.
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Lindell heads off to loop Isaac in on the urgency of our new plan as President Williams and I return to the war room. I’m going to spend only a few minutes inside, and by the looks of it almost everyone else is already on their way out.
When we step inside, all of them besides Major and Shaun are standing and ready to leave.
“What’s going on?” I ask.
“I could ask the same thing,” Major replies.
“We want to make the announcement about the evacuation,” I tell him, “to keep everyone as calm as they can be. They have to know there’s still a chance of stopping this. If this is going to go smoothly, they have to feel like an urgent evacuation is the right thing for their safety, but also that we’re not abandoning everyone else. You know, even though that’s exactly what you’re doing.”
“We are anticipating some unrest when the announcement goes out,” Major concedes. “Our other committee members were just heading to their rooms to gather their things and then go straight to the hangar. We want this area clear before the announcement goes out, because people have a habit of gathering here. So by all means, say your piece if that’s what you want. I didn’t expect you to, but I’m not against it.”
I don’t doubt that Major is surprised that I would do anything to help his evacuation. When you’re that much of a self-centered and self-serving asshole, it can be difficult to understand that other people sometimes do things for no personal benefit.
“You can just speak into my computer when you’re ready,” Shaun says. “I’ll clean the audio and broadcast it right away.”
It takes off some of the pressure to know I won’t be speaking live, so I’m glad Shaun has told me.
“Oh, and Ray?” Shaun says.
“Yeah?”
He sighs. “They really have taken off from New Zealand. It wasn’t a dummy run or an evacuation drill. They’re gone.”
I hadn’t even considered that it might have been a drill, but the news that they’ve left so quickly is still undeniably unsettling.
As much as I’d never tell Major, his notion that every hour without an evacuation of our own could be one too many might not be misplaced.
With ZolaCore’s sudden and unexpected change of plan, we really are through the looking glass.
I run a hand through my hair in thought.
“Shoot for one take, from the heart, no more than a minute,” President Williams suggests, correctly gauging that I’m running through the best approach in my mind. “If you nail the key points, I won’t even need to say anything.”
“What are the key points?” I ask.
“Pack their things and be ready for an escort to the hangar in one hour,” Major chimes in.
Williams shrugs. “It really is just that, Ray, and then the context we talked about. Psychology is everything.”
I think back to when I recorded my messages on The Beacon and sent them out in the futile hope someone would pick them up. Back then I had so much to reveal, and the nature of the warning meant that I couldn’t sugar coat any of it.
When I arrived here and saw the frightened faces of the population, it was different. I still wasn’t sugar coating, but by that point I had delivered the warning and the most important thing was giving people a reason to believe the countdown clock was a challenge we could meet rather than a death sentence we couldn’t avoid.
And now?
Now I figure that although the news is bad, with their evacuation from New Zealand perhaps greatly hastening the detonations we thought we still had two days to prevent, there’s nothing anyone who’s boarding the Vita can do about it.
There’s no need to warn them of anything like there was to begin with, only a need to tell them enough to justify the evacuation.
Aside from the hesitation many will feel about the implication of leaving the other bunkers behind, I have to imagine a good number of people will be utterly terrified by the prospect of a space flight — let alone the notion of going up with no knowledge of whether they’ll ever touch down on solid ground again.
It’s a balancing act.
Major waves his hand to encourage the others out of the room, since many have paused near the doorway since I arrived. Some look as shocked as him that I’m helping to facilitate the evacuation at all, which makes me wonder how many of them might have swallowed Major’s initial nonsense about me being selfishly and myopically driven in a way that could bring trouble to the bunker.
As soon as they’re gone, I lean in over Shaun’s computer. He presses a few buttons then holds his thumb up.
“Ladies and gentleman, this is Ray Barclay,” I begin. “ZolaCore’s planetary evacuation from New Zealand has taken place earlier than expected. To guarantee your safety, we have made the decision to evacuate our bunker complex. Please gather your things and wait by your doors for an escort to the evacuation site in one hour. That’s one hour. A large evacuation craft will carry our population to a safe orbital position. You will be safe there for as long as necessary.”
I pause for breath. Williams holds two thumbs up. And although it means far less to me, Major is wearing an approving look, too.
I clear my throat and continue: “I will not be boarding the evacuation craft. Instead, along with an ERF pilot who has volunteered to join me and with the operational assistance of our bunker’s naval personnel, I will travel to the site in the Atlantic Ocean where ZolaCore has planned its second detonation. We have a plan to prevent the detonation and we will stop at nothing to do so. We are not abandoning Earth. The Vita spacecraft you will board is best considered as an extension of this bunker: the safest possible place to shelter while we proceed with our plan. As soon as Earth is safe, you will be able to return to the surface. I have seen the Vita in person and can assure you that you will be more comfortable on board than you are down here. Please cooperate with all further instructions and please understand that the bunker’s power, including air flow, will be shut down as soon as the evacuation is complete. No one can stay behind and it is in no one’s interest to try. Thank you all, and I will see you soon.”
“Perfect,” Williams says. “It can go out like that. Natural but clean.”
Both Williams and Shaun look to Major for final approval. I can’t pretend that doesn’t rankle me slightly, but it is what it is.
“I’m glad it was you, Barclay,” Major says, holding my eyes firmly with his own. “If anyone else had been the only survivor up there, we would have had no chance.”
I stare right back at him and force a sarcastic grin. “I’m just glad my efforts have been so generously rewarded.”
President Williams shakes my hand and thanks me for helping out, which does mean something.
It goes without saying that I hope the bunker’s population can return to a safe Earth extremely quickly, but I’m glad Williams is going to be up there with them on the Vita in the meantime. As politicians go, he’s not a bad egg.
I’ll see everyone again in the hangar before we leave, since our plane is in there, too, so I set off without a real goodbye to Shaun. He’s another guy who I couldn’t say a bad word against. I just hope his analyst colleagues succeed in their bid to get us something tangibly useful about the interior of the undersea structure.
I don’t know where they might find something or what it might be, but there’s still a tiny bit of time left.
I dash across the Assembly Hall, my annoyingly persistent leg pain temporarily defeated by adrenaline. As I move, I hear the announcement begin to air.
It starts with the loud two-tone chime that preceded Major’s words earlier. My speech airs unedited and uncut.
I cringe at some of the stutters and unintentional pauses, as anyone would when listening to themselves, but I never claimed to be a master orator. If it gets the message across, that’s fine by me.
On passing Vicki and Laika’s door on the way to Isaac’s, I stop for a second just to make sure nothing I said has unduly concerned Vicki. I have to.
I already told her about the craft so it shouldn’t be as much of a surprise as it will be for countless others, but I know she’s on her own.
I don’t step inside — there really is no time for that anymore — but I peer in the door after a quick knock.
I shouldn’t really be surprised, but it immediately becomes apparent that Vicki isn’t the one I should have expected to be worried.
“Ray Ray come with Laika,” my remarkable parrot friend squawks from his cage.
I glance at Vicki. She’s scared, I can see that, but it doesn’t stop her from laughing. Laika’s speech is clearer and more fluent yet again, and just like last time he’s demonstrated a full understanding of what he’s heard.
“I can’t,” I tell him.
“Okay,” he squawks. “Laika go with Ray Ray?”
Even amid the tension of the moment I can’t stop myself from chuckling at how quickly he flipped the suggestion to propose coming with me.
“Sorry, buddy, but there’s no way,” I say. “I’ll see you soon, though, okay? Before we leave.”
“No. Laika… will go with Ray Ray,” he insists.
It’s not funny anymore and I wish I didn’t have to leave him. But it’s so obviously for his own good, there really is nothing to think about.
I brought Laika to Earth in the Escape Pod because he would have died if I left him on the station. That argument doesn’t apply now, when the Vita is going to be the safest place for him.
“You really should get your things,” I suggest to Vicki. “And whatever you think he could use, too.”
There’s already a travel cage in the room, which will work for boarding, and I’m sure Vicki will be fully willing to have Laika board with her in whatever kind of room she’s given on the enormous Vita.
She’s got far more experience than me in parrot care, so I’ll leave it all to her.
Vicki says a quick goodbye to Laika, promising to be back in a few minutes, then heads off to get her things from the bedroom or dorm where she’s hardly spent any time since we arrived.
I continue on to Isaac’s room. The door is locked when I try to go in, but little Beth opens it as soon as I call in to say it’s me.
Isaac is hunched over his computer, working frantically on something. He holds up a finger to ask for a few more moments of focus.
“Hi, Ray,” Beth says.
“Hey, sweetheart,” I say, crouching to her level.
“Daddy says you’re taking Toby to stop the bombs?”
“Toby is a great name for a robot,” I smile. “Did your dad come up with that?”
I know fine well he didn’t, but that one comment both keeps Beth distracted from the heaviness of our situation and gives her a reason to feel proud. Her face lights up as she tells me she was the one who christened Toby.
“Beth, could you grab Toby’s pedals from under the desk and carry them for us?” Isaac asks as he moves away from the computer.
“Sure!” she says, excited to help.
Isaac walks over to me. “This Toby is differently equipped from the one you controlled on the station,” he reveals, leaning in to speak quietly. His voice is light — surprisingly relaxed about something.
I eye him curiously. “Go on…”
“Well, he’ll still be carrying wasp drones for seeing the full interior of the structure,” Isaac says. “But this one is going to bring along some pretty rad explosives, too.”
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There have been periods in the bunker that have felt longer than they really were and others that have felt shorter. That’s to be expected in a place like this, with no natural light or regular routines.
But this is different. Time has never felt anywhere near as ephemeral as it does during our rush to get everything ready for departure.
A team of four more robotics researchers reaches Isaac’s room before we leave. They seem like nice guys, keen and able to help us transport the large robot and its unusual control interface to the hangar.
The researchers are profuse in their thanks for what I’m doing. Isaac and Lindell in particular, who know the full context of everything, share their gratitude for the speech I’ve just given.
They don’t want to leave me behind, but they know they have to. They also know that an orderly and calm population will make their unavoidable departure a lot smoother than it would have been without my cooperation. I appreciate how explicitly and firmly they acknowledge that.
I can’t possibly begrudge them — or anyone else — for leaving in the Vita. For Isaac that goes without saying, since he has his daughter to think about.
But even if Major and his operational underlings hadn’t left Lindell with no choice other than leaving, I wouldn’t have pressured him to stay here to remotely assist our mission. No way.
I definitely wouldn’t have expected anyone to want to come with us, either, which is why the offer of support from Johnson meant so much.
An hour is almost no time at all for him to talk Driver through the basics of controlling something as imposing as the Nautilus looked in the images I’ve seen. I don’t envy either of them.
Johnson seems like a highly disciplined and hyper-focused guy, though. I’ve seen first-hand how quick a learner Driver can be, too. Hopefully they gel quickly and make some progress.
Even getting to the structure is a long-shot, let alone getting in and achieving our goal of stopping the detonation before it’s too late. But just like I had to convince myself ahead of my descent from The Beacon, a long-shot is still a shot.
We’re not out of this yet.
The researchers who help us to the hangar have already gathered their own things, they say.
The whole evacuation process is surely aided by the fact that it’s not exactly new to anyone down here. After all, they were evacuated from their old lives just a matter of days ago.
That makes it easy to gather their belongings, which are naturally limited to what they could gather in a hurry before coming here. I think there’s also a psychological effect, too.
Sure, there is an element of chaos around the bunker. Sure, a few people are frantically running around in search of things they’ve left away from their dorms and can’t bear to leave behind. And sure, there are frightened faces everywhere we look.
But context lies in the bigger picture.
If we were all somewhere else where eight thousand people could be gathered, like maybe a stadium or an amusement park, a one-hour evacuation notice would be a recipe for stampedes and general carnage of a kind that’s totally absent here.
The bunker’s population has been living a twilight zone existence since arriving. All along they’ve felt safe for now but unsure of how much longer that veneer of security would last. The point is: uncertainty isn’t new.
I think that’s why the scenes around us could be better described as frantic than manic.
When we reach the hangar, everything feels even more orderly. This makes sense given that the only people in here are the bunker’s many ERF and military personnel, who were called in to assist with the evacuation prep before the evacuation was even publicly announced.
It’s impressive to see how well-oiled the machine is.
I see teams of workers loading the Vita with crucial last-minute stock, while dozens more are busily clearing the floorspace of other vehicles and others carry out final inspections on various parts of the huge craft.
For the others who are with me, and especially little Beth, their first sighting of the Vita brings exactly the kind of awe-inspired gasps I would have expected.
I really can’t even imagine what Joe would say if he saw this thing. I’m not giving up hope that he might one day, either, because if we succeed in preventing the detonation there’s no reason the Vita won’t touch down again soon.
And just like the theocite at the bottom of the ocean that has motivated Zola’s crazed plan, there’s still some good that can come of this.
Safely handled and directed towards the right ends, a new fuel source and a previously unimaginable spaceship could combine to open doors to worlds that seemed out of reach until a few days ago.
I can’t blame myself for trying to snatch some kind of silver lining and hoping that things can get better from the starting point of an almost-dead world, rather than just be prevented from getting even worse. And one day, if things go well for us, the previously unknown planet of Bayzen 108b could even be reachable.
With Zola still on the station and his evacuees already on their way to space in a craft that rivals the Vita, what happens next is going to be a complete unknown even if Driver and I succeed at the underwater structure.
Earth would be ours again, with their detonations foiled, their base abandoned and the theocite deposits out of reach.
But considering this point only brings to mind a dual revelation I haven’t had any mental space to ponder: that ZolaCore has a presence on the Moon, and that they’ve found theocite under the lunar surface.
I make a conscious effort to force these thoughts from my mind.
It feels like when I was set to launch my Escape Pod from The Beacon, and had to stop myself from worrying about the difficulty of what would come next even if I did get the warning down in time. I didn’t know if or how anyone would be able to utilize it. All I knew was that the only thing I could control in that moment was taking the next step forward as diligently as I could.
That’s where I am again now. All I can do is keep moving forward, into the fire with Driver as we fight to make sure this isn’t the last problem we’ll ever face.
A man up ahead raises his arms and calls us over when he sees me. We veer in his direction.
As we round a huge support pillar, I see a very large plane being loaded.
The guy calls into the open cargo bay. A few seconds later I’m unsurprised to see Driver emerge and start walking towards me.
Sure enough, this is our ride.
“I think I can do this,” she says as we meet halfway. “We don’t have to go very far off the coast and it pretty much drives itself. Johnson has shown me the ropes. The part that sounds toughest is docking a retractable passage to the side of the structure, where we’ll seal it around the entry point and send the robot in. But even for that, he said the Nautilus should take care of it all once I manually identify the entry point. We’re dealing with another ZolaCore structure, so I’m hoping the external setup won’t be a million miles away from how we got through the airlock on the station. Probably an access hatch of some kind.”
I breathe slowly. I can’t imagine any of it being as easy as Driver says, but she’s not faking her confidence. I know her well enough by now to know that.
“Shaun’s guys still haven’t found much, though,” she goes on. “We just checked in. They have no idea what we’re going to see in there. All I’m telling you is: I can get us in.”
“The first step is the only one we can take,” I say.
“Best place to start,” she replies with a slight lift of her eyebrows.
Johnson then calls me forward, inviting me for my first in-person look at the Nautilus.
It’s an incredible vessel. If I hadn’t already seen photos and if it wasn’t in the same hangar as the Vita, I’m sure my eyes would be bulging out of my head at how cool it looks.
“Has she ever been tested?” I ask.
“There’s nothing too new,” Johnson replies. Naturally, the real answer lies in what he doesn’t say. I don’t push for more.
The Nautilus is a very imposing vessel, which says a lot about the size of the plane it’s in.
I don’t think I’ll bother asking Driver if she’s ever flown anything this big. Something tells me I wouldn’t like that answer, either.
The plane has clearly been designed for the specific purpose of transporting the Nautilus, as I can see from the conveyor belt-like system that will lower it down the ramp once we reach the coast.
Johnson sits me down and spends several minutes reassuring me that Driver knows what she’s doing, at least well enough to complete the short journey we’ll have.
He says Driver can definitely handle the docking procedure — which I’ll admit I don’t understand at this point — and that remotely controlling the robot is going to be much more complicated than getting it both to and into the structure.
I know what he’s doing when he says this. We’ve already aced the robotic side of things on the station. Painting that as the biggest challenge makes getting to the structure feel more manageable.
While Johnson talks to me, Isaac and Lindell and the others load the robot and our control interface into the Nautilus.
Isaac has already talked me through some of the explosives he first mentioned in his room.
We have a good stockpile of timed explosive devices which the robot can remotely attach to any surface. They give us various options for doing different levels of damage. The details are all on the computer but I appreciate his brief rundown, too.
My gut instinct is that these devices will be a priceless tool in our arsenal.
When the guys are done loading everything, I take a look inside.
The surroundings are a lot tighter than I’d like, for sure. But the desk-based setup of a computer, pedals and desk-mounted hand grips looks pretty close to how it did in Isaac’s room.
Let’s hope the results are just as successful.
The interior of the Nautilus is not somewhere I’m looking forward to spending a lot of time, but it definitely beats the Escape Pod.
The lighting is warmer than I might have expected for a submarine, and the area where everything is set up for the robotic mission feels surprisingly airy. I won’t dwell on the tightness of other areas.
I’ve been in submarines before, but only at a museum exhibition. Right now I’m glad to have memories of those ancient models, which make this one feel relatively spacious in comparison.
A crucial strength of the Nautilus’ exterior is that it can enter the water from the shore. It’s not a submarine by any strict dictionary definition. If I knew more about ships and boats and the sea in general, I’d have a better idea of how to describe its features.
It’s apparently only amphibious to a limited degree. Not something you’d want to count on to navigate on land for more than a few minutes, I think. But thanks to a well-chosen landing site, a limited degree is all we’re going to need.
Driver knows a lot more about all of this than I do, thanks to Johnson, and that’s what counts since she’ll be the one in control.
I can’t kid myself into thinking I’ll be as calm when we reach the coast and prepare to actually dive down to the structure in this thing, but that’s for later.
Lindell and Driver talk over various controls for the computer, with Isaac also showing her the most important points. Little Beth, responsibly taking care not to touch anything, gapes at everything inside the Nautilus.
She’s taken so much in her stride down here. And when I told Isaac her mother might still be alive somewhere, it was more than a hollow platitude. My survival on The Beacon was the longest shot of all, with Joe and Eva’s successful evacuation to Colorado Springs also an unlikely win in its own right.
It must be eating Isaac alive, and the focus he’s showing in giving Driver the best chance of success is almost otherworldly to me.
In general I do get a strong feeling that everyone sees this is Driver’s mission with me riding along for support, which is understandable. She is the pilot and she was willing to do this alone.
Without her I would have had absolutely no chance, even with the best will in the world and all the motivation I have to reach Joe and Eva.
Teaching me in an hour how to guide this thing to the bottom of the ocean would have been like teaching me to hold my breath for an hour and dive to the seabed: flat-out impossible.
More than ever, it feels good to have a teammate.
I wish I had time for more questions — thousands of them, for Johnson as well as Isaac — but a noise from outside tells us that the civilian evacuation is under way.
When I come out into the hangar again, I see an orderly line of people marching towards the Vita.
We walk over for a closer look. One person leaves the steadily moving line to head towards us, and it’s instantly clear who it is.
I can’t make Vicki’s face out until she gets a lot closer, but no one else has a parrot cage.
“They’re not going to let him onboard,” she calls, before she even reaches us. Her face is pained. “No animals. When I told them he’s not just an animal, they said he’s not on the list.”
Knowing how much difficulty Major’s deference to that damn list has already caused, I know he’s not going to budge for a parrot.
Laika is silent. He’s proven countless times by now that he hears everything, so I know he understands at least the gist of what’s going on.
I turn to Driver, who’s now standing beside me. She’s heard about Laika but she’s never met him. I don’t even know how she is with animals, let alone how she’ll fare with a parrot in a small enclosed space.
“We can’t leave him here,” I say. “They’re shutting the whole bunker down.”
Driver leans in towards the cage. “Welcome to the team, dude,” she winks at him.
“Squawk! Laika like you.”
After our survival together in the Escape Pod, there’s definitely something fitting about Laika coming along for the ride.
Just like then, I wouldn’t put him through this if it wasn’t his only chance of survival. But just like then, there’s part of me that’s happy to have him.
I knew Laika was smart when we left the station. Since arriving in the bunker, though, he’s come along leaps and bounds as his pre-trauma faculties return towards full power.
There’s a serious brain in there that could conceivably spot something we don’t.
And hey, he’s saved my life before…
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Even amid the crushing stress and tension of what lies ahead, it’s impossible not to be momentarily overcome by awe as the hangar’s vast roof retracts over our heads.
It happens when we’re all but ready to launch, and confirms my initial suspicion that there was no other way the Vita could get out of here.
I can only imagine what this would look like from above.
It was hard for me to make out much through the thick ash I saw during my descent, but there was only one spot in the vicinity where I didn’t see any buildings across an area big enough to be this one. Seeing it open like a trapdoor would be a mind trip to end all others.
The entire section of the roof above the Vita retracts.
Driver and I aren’t going to be able see its launch up-close, since the bunker will re-seal and shut down immediately once it’s gone. Because of that, we’ll be leaving first.
I watch from the floor as our plane, large for what it is but barely a toy next to the Vita, is pushed across to an elevation platform under the open area.
Driver has already said her final goodbyes to the few people she felt like she owed them to, and is currently steering the plane as it’s pushed into position.
With both our plane and the Vita set to leave very soon, only two people are left with me out here.
Isaac is already inside with Beth, having opted not to dwell on a farewell. He’s not a dweller, as has been clear from the beginning, but he’s been a hell of a good guy to have around. If we see the other side of this, we’ll be good friends.
Lindell is gone, too, although in that case there was something of an emotional farewell. He reiterated that he is proud of me for all I’ve become, and that meant just as much as it did the first time.
Reuniting with Lindell was one of the biggest surprises of my time down here, and one of few positive memories I can take.
The only men left at my side are Major and President Williams.
That’s true until our plane reaches its elevation platform, at least, when I see Major press a finger into his earpiece. “Okay, let him out,” he replies to an unheard question.
Williams and I share a glance of confusion until we see Shaun running towards us from the Vita’s huge passenger entrance.
He holds out a thumb drive, panting as he reaches us.
“We have something,” he says, gasping in deep breaths.
I hold out a hand and tell him to give himself a second. It’ll be quicker to get a story out of him if he can tell it more than a few words at a time.
“From the Japanese bunker,” he goes on, slowly regaining control of his breathing. “They sent out drones to Site A, after the first detonation. They didn’t get anything back until after you arrived, when we cut off contact. We removed the blocks since we’re leaving anyway, and—“
“You what?” Major interrupts, anger dripping from the words. “You removed the communications blocks?”
“What is there to fear from ZolaCore infiltrators now?” Shaun shoots back, standing up to Major for the first time. “Their whole bunker has already evacuated Earth!”
Major doesn’t have an immediate reply to that.
“Anyway,” Shaun says, sounding impatient as he turns to me. “Some of the images aren’t very clear and I couldn’t take much from them, but this drive has all of the analysis the Japanese have done. They think Site A was rigged with some kind of combustible gas pipeline concealed on the seabed. There are remnants of a structure, and from the footprint it looks a lot like a smaller version of the one you’re going to. They think the structure was for fuel or gas storage and that it fed into the pipeline when the scheduled time came. There are frequent marks on the seabed along the pipeline’s track, possibly where the fuel reacted with the embedded theocite they were freeing up, but the Japanese didn’t know that.”
“Gas storage?” Williams asks. I hear him gulp.
“Well, they don’t mean that whole structure was filled with gas,” Shaun answers. “This one won’t be, either. It’s not a giant canister. The spot we’ve identified for docking and entry looks like an emergency service entrance, so it has to be accessible to technicians. If the Japanese theory holds true, there are likely to be large canisters or reserves within the structure. We haven’t had anything else useful from our own drones at Site B, but this is something.”
Everyone turns to me. I’ll have to see the images with my own eyes, but if Shaun’s rundown is correct then we might actually have a way forward.
I think they’re all expecting me to be mortified by what I’ve just heard — the whole “giant gas storage structure” thing — but the part about feeding into the pipeline at the scheduled time could be our window.
“If that’s all correct and the pipeline is going to be dry until the fuel source feeds in, we might be able to prevent the flow altogether,” I say. “I’ll have to see what we’re dealing with. It’s probably going to be a reserve of BioZol, like I used for my theocite reactions on the station. That’s what we saw in the documents, too — that they wanted to use reactions with the easily accessible theocite to create the detonations they need to access the richer deposits that are much deeper. Like you said, Shaun, the Japanese didn’t know that when they drew their conclusions.”
Shaun scratches his chin. “Hmm.”
“BioZol and theocite are both dangerous,” I go on, “but it’s putting them together that really gets things firing. Trust me, I would know. But if we could blow a hole in the pipeline near the source — without hitting the reserve — that BioZol wouldn’t reach the theocite deposits. With what you said about frequent marks on the seabed, I think there are likely to be conventional explosives planted all the way along, to expose the more easily reachable theocite when the clock hits zero for their detonation, and I don’t think there’s much we can do about that. But as long as we can keep the BioZol and the theocite apart, we should be looking at a localized disaster instead of a planetary cataclysm.”
“Exactly,” Shaun says. “It really will depend on what you’re dealing with, but that kind of approach is what I’d be thinking about. You’ll see a lot more when you get there than you will in these images, but any help is better than none. I hope there’s something useful on there.”
I gratefully put the thumb drive in my pocket. “Thanks for everything, man,” I say to Shaun.
“Give them hell, Ray,” he replies, coming in for a hug before he heads back to the Vita.
I want to tell Major that if he had only allowed communication with the other bunkers throughout my time here, we could have developed a more informed and better rehearsed plan than we’ve been able to.
There’s just no point, though, so when he silently offers his hand the only thing I do is silently shake it.
“Time,” he mutters as he turns and leaves, clearly telling President Williams to make this quick.
Williams takes something from his own pocket and puts it in my hand. I’m ashamed to say I momentarily forgot about it, but in the present circumstances I’m sure Eva would understand.
I’m sure she will understand when I’m telling her this story, soon after Driver and I have prevented the detonations.
I grasp the engagement ring tightly and put it in my pocket right alongside the thumb drive.
I don’t think I’d be friends with Williams in the real world like I would be with Isaac, but we’ve gotten along well. I don’t envy his position, either, as holder of a title that suddenly means a lot less than it used to now that we’re all down here in what is effectively ERF-administered territory.
We’ve spoken a lot since I arrived. But with nothing left to say, he reaches out for a silent handshake.
From both sides, it’s a lot warmer than Major’s.
As Williams heads for the Vita, I walk to our plane on its elevation platform. The guy who’s been driving the tractor-like electric vehicle that pushed it into position is still there. He guides me to a steep retractable stairway that looks like it’ll fold into the door once I’m up. I thank him and climb inside.
Sure enough, an alarm sound then beeps as the door closes behind me with the ladder folded up inside. Driver must have controlled it from the cockpit, I figure.
For as big as the plane is, there’s not a lot of internal space near the front. Almost the entire body is dedicated to the storage bay housing the Nautilus.
“Ray Ray,” Laika calls happily.
He’s still in his cage. Fortunately there’s a door dividing our passenger area from the cockpit, though, so I’ll be able to let him out soon.
Driver appears through the open doorway when she hears him, knowing it means I’m here. “All good to go?” she asks.
“Yeah, and I think we actually have a plan,” I say, lifting the thumb drive from my pocket. “Japanese intel on the structure at Site A.”
She raises her eyebrows and nods. “I like it. Isaac’s computer is in here so you can run over everything, but you’ll be on your own with it for now, okay? I have to focus on this. Short runway, no satellite navigation… I can’t get too far ahead of anything.”
“Say no more,” I tell her, gesturing for her to close the door. “I’ll stay out of your way. And remember you flew further than this in the same conditions while Major was all up in your business.”
She cracks a smile at that. “Oh, and so you know… we’re running on a skeleton crew today. Our snacks and drinks service will be limited.”
“Just get me to the damn structure,” I chuckle. “I’ll take it from there.”
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It’s a very odd feeling as our plane ascends vertically on its elevation platform, at the edge of the vast open section of the hangar’s roof.
It’s even odder — full on surreal, in fact — to watch the roof close again in front of us.
This is our runway. My side-on passenger window only lets me see a little way ahead into the dark night.
I just hope that from Driver’s view she’s comfortable with how much ground she has in front of her.
The Vita obviously isn’t going to take off like our plane, or the spaceplane that took me to The Beacon two long months ago. It’s going to launch like a rocket.
I think it’s set to take off in around forty minutes, so while I won’t see it up close I’m certainly hopeful of seeing a sign of it in the night sky.
“This is your captain speaking,” Driver announces over the intercom. Everything kicks to life, bringing louder whirring sounds than I’m used to on commercial jets. “Flight time today is… gonna depend on how fast I feel like going. Buckle up for takeoff! I’ll see you at the coast.”
Her mood seems surprisingly upbeat, which is probably because she’s undertaking the one part of the plan she feels like she has some real control over.
I felt the same way getting ready to leave the station in my Escape Pod, when it finally felt like I could follow a logical set of action steps instead of trying to make sense of a million disparate pieces of information.
Driver’s job isn’t easy here, with the lack of various kinds of assistance a pilot could usually rely on, but it’s a job she can do. I totally understand why she didn’t want to get into a discussion about the next stage. One step at a time is all we can take.
“You’re okay, buddy,” I assure Laika as he starts shuffling in his cage, which is securely strapped against a large seat. “I’ll let you out soon, okay?”
He’s much quieter than usual. I really think stress does that to him.
From my perspective, our takeoff is smooth. If the runway was challengingly short, Driver made it look easy.
I’m glad of the darkness outside as I peer down. Something tells me I don’t think I’d like what I saw if the sun was up. Any more views of desolate landscapes wouldn’t be good for morale… that’s for sure.
The timing is working out well for us, since the sun should just about be up when we land at the coast. I don’t think it’ll make much operational difference, but climbing into the Nautilus to descend into a pitch-black ocean in the dead of night sounds even less appealing than doing so at sunrise.
Our altitude stabilizes before long, after a sharper than usual ascent.
It feels like our cruising altitude is lower than I’d have expected, but not low by any means. The world below is truly dark.
I’d love to think that some people might have survived the first detonation outside of the ERF’s various bunkers, but the lack of power or any other signs gives me very little reason to hold out hope.
I shake this thought from my mind — bad for morale — and open Laika’s cage.
But even now that we’re flying horizontally and smoothly, he doesn’t want to come out.
“I’ll be right here, buddy,” I reassure him.
Now that we’re cruising, I open up Isaac’s laptop and insert the thumb drive from Shaun.
We’ll be moving this computer into the Nautilus after we land, to complete the setup we need for controlling the robot once we reach the structure. I hope to find some telling details about the structure in the images the Japanese drones captured around the corresponding one at Site A.
I’ve been looking for a little while when Driver’s voice speaks over the intercom, telling me to look out of the windows on my left.
When I do, I see the brilliant sight of the Vita burning bright on its way to orbit.
Regardless of everything that’s happened and the ill-will I have for Major’s obstinance, it soothes my soul just a little to know that at least eight thousand people got away.
I try not to get caught up in any spiraling thought patterns regarding the stakes of what we’re about to do, which is no mean feat. I force myself to focus back on the computer.
The next few hours, which I spend poring over every inch of every image, only reveal that Shaun really did tell me all of the highlights.
There’s nothing I didn’t expect.
The conclusions I draw are the same ones he passed on from the Japanese analysts, relating to the likely presence of a rigged pipeline on the seabed and a large fuel reserve in the structure.
It’s still good news to know something, and I would have felt great about this if I was only learning it now. I guess I just hoped for a new breakthrough, but that will have to wait for the robot.
“We’ll be landing soon,” Driver suddenly announces, just as I remove the thumb drive.
I glance at the clock in the corner of the screen, wondering if she’s joking.
Nope. I didn’t realize I’d been engrossed for so long, but we’re on schedule.
I turn around to see Laika, honestly having forgotten he was even here for most of the flight. He’s been so quiet and still is. He didn’t even leave his cage.
“Just for a little while,” I promise him as I close it for landing.
Laika doesn’t make a sound as we descend.
I see the sun slowly starting to rise through my window. I see the ocean and not much else, which again spares me any more upsetting views of dead city streets and empty highways.
We’re obviously very close, right at the coast, so I figure Driver is coming in for a pretty quick landing. She was comfortable with the spot they suggested so obviously knows she can do it.
I don’t want to overthink it. She managed to take off from a short runway just fine, and this should be no different.
When our nose tips forward, I know for sure it’s going to be a quick descent.
This probably feels like nothing to Driver, who I’m sure has flown all kinds of planes in all kinds of training missions, but I’m used to the gradual inclines of commercial flights.
My ride to the station started out at a hell of an angle, naturally, but I was strapped in very differently for that one.
I turn to Laika again. “You okay, buddy?”
“Laika okay,” he says. It’s not exactly convincing and makes me think he’s downplaying his discomfort, which is another sign of his intelligence and empathy.
“It’s only going to take a few minutes,” I promise.
And it does.
Meeting every expectation and doing herself proud, Driver touches us down on a disused runway with the ocean practically within spitting distance of my window.
I wait in my seat until she emerges from the cockpit a few minutes later, after powering everything down.
“Great job,” I tell her.
She looks exhausted — almost like someone who’s been concentrating hard for several hours, maybe even flying an unfamiliar plane with no help.
Her silver ERF shirt is unbuttoned over a white T-shirt, softening the professional vibe she always gives off when it’s closed.
“Thanks,” she says. “Have you guys been okay?”
“Laika okay,” he replies first, sounding much more relaxed now that we’ve stopped moving and the loudness of the instruments has faded. “Laika like you.”
“Luna,” she says, pointing to her chest.
“Laika like Luna,” he replies.
I narrow my eyes and look at her. “Luna?”
“I figure it’s easier for him to say.”
I shrug and drop the point.
I wanted Laika to be still and quiet during the flight, but the extent he took that to is a little concerning.
His slight movements and usual tone in talking to Driver give reassurance that he’s not too shaken up.
“Anyway, I want to hear about this Japanese analysis stuff you mentioned,” Driver goes on. I’m pretty sure she’s still Driver to me. She takes the computer and encourages me to take Laika’s cage.
I hesitate.
“We’re bringing him, right?” she asks. “We can’t leave him locked in here. Because if we don’t… you know…”
I do know what she’s getting at, and that’s exactly why Laika is coming. I just feel for him, after how uncomfortable he seemed during this flight. Descending in the Nautilus is going to be even worse.
I pick up the cage with a nod and follow Driver towards the door once she presses the button to open it and unfold the steep steps.
The loud sound I hear from behind us tells me that she’s also initiated the opening of the cargo bay. We’ll be guiding the Nautilus down its ramp and getting to business in no time.
For now, solid ground sounds good. The breaking sunlight looks pleasant, too.
“The images are on there,” I say, gesturing towards the computer in her hands as I hold Laika’s cage.
She opens the laptop while we wait for the stairs to unfold to the ground. “Pretty warm,” she says, pulling off her unbuttoned over-shirt one arm at a time.
Just as she starts to walk down the stairs, I spot a small hummingbird tattoo on her left shoulder. I’ve never seen it before since it’s always been covered by her silver ERF shirt.
But before I even know what’s happening, unfortunately someone else sees it, too.
“No!” Laika squawks, flapping so violently in Driver’s direction that his cage swings forward in my hand and knocks into her.
She manages to catch herself on the railing, which is a good thing since she’s only one step down the high and steep stairs.
What’s a lot less good is that she doesn’t manage to hold on to the computer. It falls to the ground.
I stabilize the cage with a double-arm grip and put it down. “Cover your tattoo,” I implore Driver. For the life of me I don’t know why, but Laika has just shown again that he has a real problem with other birds. Only this time, it’s come at a real cost.
Driver looks dumbfounded, sending an understandably furious glare at Laika.
She pulls her shirt back on and hurries down to the ground. Before she says a word, I know what’s coming.
“It’s done,” she moans, holding up the smashed computer. “This was the only way we could control the robot, Ray! We can’t link the equipment up to the Nautilus’ systems. All of the software was on here! The whole interface.”
I stare down at her as the enormity of what just happened sinks in.
Our whole plan rested on sending a robot into the structure and controlling it remotely.
With that plan quite literally smashed to pieces, there’s only one way forward.
“No… Ray, you can’t,” Driver says. She’s clearly just thought the same thing and can tell from the look on my face that I’m resigned to the inevitability.
“Yeah,” I gulp. “I’m going to have to go in myself.”
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“No,” Driver says. “I’m not going to let—”
“You’re going to do exactly what you were going to do,” I interrupt. “Just get us to the structure and dock. Nothing changes. We seal around the emergency access hatch and we open it. If something in there is going to kill me, it’s going to kill us both as soon as we open the hatch. I’ll just go in and do whatever the robot could have done.”
She looks at me like I’m insane. I don’t know if I could disagree. “Ray… we have no idea what’s in there.”
“We might have some idea,” I tell her.
In as few words as possible I then give her the gist of what Shaun told me and what the images back up — my belief that there’s likely to be a fuel reserve in the structure, probably BioZol, and a pipeline I need to stop it from feeding.
“My right hand might not have been strong enough to control the remote grips,” I say, “but I’m steadier than the robot. You would have had to fiddle around with the small timed explosives Isaac gave us. This way I can put them in place myself.”
Driver closes her eyes and shakes her head.
There are so many assumptions in everything I’ve said, I can’t put too much weight in any of it. The part about there being no real change to our material risk level feels true, though.
If disturbing the structure’s integrity causes a problem, it will be a very big and very sudden one that would render the next stage of the plan moot.
Similarly, if things are broadly as we expect from the Site A analysis and it seems viable to disturb the pipeline, I’m in no greater danger inside the structure than I would be in the Nautilus.
The forces we’re talking about are colossal. If something goes wrong with an explosion, it’s going to go wrong in a way that would blow us to kingdom come.
“I have to try,” I tell her.
At that, she reopens her eyes. “And what the hell even was that?” she snaps, pointing up at Laika.
Okay… she’s understandably angry, and I am too, but the fact she’s shifted to this makes it clear that she shares my view on the inevitability of what’s coming next.
I carry Laika’s cage down the stairway and place it on the ground.
Far from reassuringly back at ease like he seemed a few minutes ago, he’s cowering.
“The only time I’ve ever seen him react like that before was when he saw a picture of a bird,” I explain. “A hummingbird. I don’t know what it is. His brain is different and he’s been conditioned since birth to be different. This thing might just be some weird accident or Barnet might have made him scared of other birds, or hate other birds, or whatever it is. Obviously I didn’t know you had that tattoo or I would have told you. I wish I had.”
Driver puts her head in her hands. “And I wish I’d waited thirty seconds to open the laptop,” she laments, seeming like she’s talking to herself more than to me. “Why couldn’t I have waited till I got down the stairs?”
I place my hand on her shoulder, ironically right on top of the tattoo. “This could be for the best,” I insist. “Seriously. I will be more precise than the robot could be. It’s like when I first reached Earth’s atmosphere in the Escape Pod and realized the changes in the air were going to mess up my plan to slow its descent. I had to pivot and accelerate towards the ground. There’s no way I would have done that if I had a choice, Driver… just like there’s no way I would be going into this structure if I had a choice.”
She holds my eyes.
“But that’s the thing,” I continue. “My original plan in the Escape Pod might not have worked as well as the even longer long-shot did. Sometimes you just have to take what comes, roll with the punches, and keep tackling what’s in front of you. We made a deal in the hangar: you get me down there and I’ll do the rest. That deal still stands with me…”
As we both look out at the ocean and towards what lies beneath, Driver places a supportive hand on top of mine. “Deal’s on,” she sighs. “Let’s just get it done.”
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I always knew our final moments before descending in the Nautilus would be tense.
But with the last-minute change of plan, it almost feels like the greatest tension has been postponed.
Compared to stepping into the mysterious ZolaCore structure on the seabed, stepping into the Nautilus feels almost effortless. I do so once the powered belt lowers it down the ramp at the edge of the plane’s cargo bay.
Laika is so shaken by everything that he hasn’t even apologized like he did with Vicki and Beth, despite obviously knowing that his reaction has caused us a major problem.
I carry his cage into the Nautilus and secure it by the desk that’s set up to control the robot, who is clearly no longer going to be venturing into the structure.
Perspective really is a hell of a drug.
Stepping into the Nautilus for real doesn’t unsettle me anywhere near as much as I thought it would, and I don’t even panic when Driver announces that she’s sealed everything up and we’re ready to go.
I’m totally dependent on her for the journey and docking, just as she’ll be totally dependent on me for what comes next if she succeeds now.
This is still teamwork, just a very different kind than we used during the remote mission on the station when we were cooperatively working at the same time.
I give Driver space at the controls, just as I did on the plane.
The only way I know we’ve left land for the ocean is that everything becomes smoother. There’s a light hum, but no real feeling of movement.
I’m tempted to leave our inner compartment and look through a window to see if we’re actually descending yet, but I think better of it.
Looking down at desolate land during daylight might have been bad for my morale, but looking out into the alien nothingness of the ocean could be crippling for my comfort.
The flashbacks are gone. The memories aren’t.
Being even waist-deep in water has troubled me ever since the day my brother drowned, and it’s all I can do to distract myself from the fact that I’m about to be completely submerged.
The few details I took in about the Nautilus before we left the bunker made it sound like it was a truly next-generation vessel, smoother and more comfortable than anything that’s gone before as well as more powerful.
I’m not totally clear on its specific design purpose, but the fact that our bunker was so well equipped for every eventuality means I’m much less surprised this thing was there than I am that it exists in the first place.
Driver’s best answer for how long this journey will take was a very rough estimate of an hour. I spend the time at the desk with Laika.
I try to engage him more than once, but the poor guy is shaken. It could be all the changes of scenery, it could be guilty regret for acting out again, or it could even be down to changes in pressure or anything else that he’s more sensitive to than I am.
I haven’t noticed any physical feelings like that, which is remarkable when I think about it.
The Beacon offered a huge breakthrough in how it felt to be in an artificially sustained atmosphere, with its modified air supply as well as the faultless artificial gravity. I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised there have been breakthroughs to make it comfortable down here, too.
After a while I leave him be and try to empty my mind.
There’s very little sense in rehearsing any details of what I’m going to do in the structure when I have so little idea of what I’ll be walking into. Still, it makes all kinds of sense to gather up everything I think I might need.
I start with the small timed explosive devices that Isaac gave me for the robot. If the intelligence Shaun gave me from Japan is correct, these could come in very handy to disrupt the pipeline.
Most of what I need is in a large box Isaac prepared in advance for the mission we thought we’d be undertaking, which makes my task easier.
It still takes a little while, though, and I only finish a few minutes before Driver appears in our narrow cabin-like compartment.
“We’re here,” she says.
I raise my eyebrows. “We are?”
She nods. “Docked and sealed. This thing was easier than the plane.”
“We’re docked, too?” I ask, practically gasping it out. I didn’t feel anything.
There’s been a constant hum since we started moving. It only really became noticeable when the louder sounds of our very brief land passage abated as we entered the ocean. The hum is still going, so there’s really no way of sensing that we’ve stopped.
Very impressively, there’s no obvious way of sensing that we’re so far down, either.
I have to admit that I was initially a thousand times more impressed by the Vita than the Nautilus, but right now I’m walking back on those thoughts.
For what it is, this vessel could not be any more impressive.
“We’re ready whenever you want to open the hatch,” Driver says. “It was much easier to spot with our lights than it was in the images we had. Johnson showed me how to fix a target for docking. After that, the Nautilus did the rest. The extendable passageway came out and now it’s sealed. You’re going to feel like you’ve seen the hatch before, too. It’s almost exactly like the airlock I had to open on the station with the robot’s hands. ZolaCore design consistency, I guess.”
I take a deep breath.
I’ve survived against the odds in one incredible ZolaCore structure. Now, it’s time to take the ultimate leap of faith and step into a second.
“I have everything I think I’ll need in these bags,” I tell her.
I’m still wearing the contact lenses from Lindell, purely for their corrective abilities, but unfortunately we no longer have a computer to link them up to.
We didn’t end up figuring a way to use them to analyze theocite deposits or anything like that, as Lindell initially thought a different plan might have required. But given that Laika’s incident means we wouldn’t have been able to utilize any advanced features, anyway, I’m now glad we didn’t leave the bunker expecting to rely on them.
I do have a small body-cam on my collar, at least. With it in place, I hand Driver the small notebook-sized tablet computer it’s linked up to.
She’ll be able to see what I see and we’ll be able to talk to each other thanks to the earpieces Isaac provided. It’s not perfect, but it’s a whole lot better than nothing.
For a long few minutes, Driver shoots off question after question and raises contingency after contingency. When she’s satisfied that I really am as prepared as I can be, we activate our radio earpieces.
For a few quiet seconds, it then feels like we’re both getting ready for what neither one of us wants to admit could be our last goodbye.
The biggest risks here are opening the hatch and using the explosives. Any unforeseen issue or misstep there will kill us both instantly.
But despite what I told Driver, there are some extra risks for me. To be blunt, there are a multitude of things that could go wrong in there to end my life and not hers, even if I ultimately succeed in stopping the detonation.
The whole point is that we don’t know what I’m walking into, but I sure as hell know I’m the one walking into it.
With that in mind, I unzip my pocket and reach my hand inside.
“If I don’t make it out, give this to Eva,” I request. My hand holds out the engagement ring I planned to give her on the day my placement on The Beacon ended.
Driver studies it carefully then looks into my eyes with a terse gaze.
“Please,” I say.
“Ray… if you don’t shove that ring back in your pocket, I’m going to shove it down your throat,” she replies. “You are making it out. Understand?”
Well, when she puts it like that…
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My goodbye to Laika is met with an uncomfortable silence. There’s a lot less aggression than I got from Driver when I introduced the prospect of not making it out, but I think I would have preferred more of that over the nothing he gives me.
“We’re going to be okay, buddy,” I tell him, trying one more time. “Ray Ray okay. Laika okay. And when we’re done here, you’re going to meet Joe. He’ll love you… just like I do.”
“Laika love Ray Ray,” he squawks quietly, shuffling slowly to the edge of his cage.
This brings a smile to my face just when I need it most. “I’ll see you soon,” I promise.
Driver leads me into another compartment of the Nautilus, down a claustrophobic corridor that brings to mind a much smaller version of The Beacon’s Maintenance Bay.
In turn that can’t help but bring to mind the emergency space walk I had to carry out from the exit hatch at the end of that corridor, pushing myself into an action that would have seemed unthinkable until it became absolutely necessary.
It’s funny how my life likes to throw up these parallels lately. Well, maybe “funny” isn’t the best word.
“Nothing stupid, okay?” Driver demands, turning to me just before opening what seems like it’s going to be one final door. It’s very heavy looking, like a real seal rather than the interior divisions we’ve passed through so far.
I can’t help noticing that she’s more of a hard-ass than usual down here, which is understandable since the pendulum has swung back to her life being in my hands again.
One wrong move and we’re done. She knows that as well as I do.
“We’ll be talking the whole time,” I tell her.
She nods, seemingly reassured. “We will.”
With that, she turns a metal wheel to open the heavy door. I look through and see that it leads into what I can only describe as a short tunnel.
“This is the retractable passageway for docking to other vessels or structures,” she explains. “It’s fully sealed to the structure and the access hatch should be right at the other end. The hatch is around two-thirds of the way up the structure.”
The hatch looks to be around 20 feet away, but I can’t make out much detail.
That changes when Driver hits a light switch outside the passageway.
Now I can make out the details. The passageway looks like it’s made of the same grey metal as the rest of the Nautilus, with the impressiveness coming from its retractability and whatever has enabled it to seal so fully at the other end.
And as for that other end…
I see a hatch that really does look uncannily like the emergency airlocks on The Beacon.
“Good luck, Ray,” Driver says. “I wish you didn’t have to do this, but there’s no one I’d rather be counting on. For real.”
“Thanks,” I say. After how she reacted to the whole ring thing, I opt against offering a hug.
She doesn’t want to entertain the notion that I might not be back alive, and who can argue with that.
I walk along the passageway, having to try harder and harder with each step to trick myself into forgetting that I’m a few pieces of metal away from a watery grave.
I hate water and I’m proud of myself for being here, but it’s not like I think I’m a changed man who’s going to be going snorkeling or shark-cage diving anytime soon… I’m running on nothing but necessity and adrenaline.
When I reach the hatch, I put my hands on the opening mechanism without stopping to think.
If this really is as similar to The Beacon’s airlock as it looks, it should know that there’s a seal around it and it should open effortlessly as a result.
If it’s not, I’ll be breaking out the weakest of my small explosive devices a lot earlier than I would have liked.
If a robot was standing in my place, we would have re-sealed the door at the Nautilus end of the passageway by now. I tell Driver she can close it now if she wants, but she tells me to stop wasting my breath.
It would be truly futile, I suppose. If anything from the hatch killed me and the seal saved her, what would she do then?
“Okay… here we go,” I call to Driver as I get ready to open it.
I call loudly out of instinct since she’s still close enough to hear me directly at that volume, momentarily forgetting that our earpieces will relay everything.
She’ll be able to see courtesy of my body-cam, too, but right now she’s still looking along the passageway.
I hold my breath as I turn the outer lock on the hatch. My left hand does most of the work, as always, as I hear a metallic clicking sound almost instantly.
The hatch is remarkably thick, but it pops off effortlessly.
Relief floods over me.
Sure, I still don’t know what’s in there. But neither of two things I was most afraid of just happened: we didn’t explode, and water didn’t rush out and knock me down. I don’t even know how the second could have happened, but no one ever said fears had to be rational.
“Nice!” Driver yells.
With the hatch all the way open, I peer inside.
Okay.
O-kay.
We have a long way to go, but I like what I see.
So far, nice is right.
I see a freestanding fuel tank. Correction: I see an enormous freestanding fuel tank.
I also see a ladder that will lead me to the floor. It’s a long way, but I can handle it if I don’t look down.
From this angle I can’t see much behind the tank, but I can see a small amount of pipework.
“This is what we thought it might be like,” I report to Driver. “It fits with what the Japanese team pieced together and what I talked about with Shaun. Driver… I think we can actually do this.”
“Okay, but just stay focused and don’t get ahead of yourself,” she replies. “Get down to the floor and we’ll see what we’re dealing with.”
I drape myself over the ledge and find the first rung. Descending is going to be awkward enough with my tall backpack of supplies, so I’m beyond glad that I don’t have to wear any kind of cumbersome suit for this.
The environmental variables in here were a factor we couldn’t control, but we knew that if the structure contained the kind of fuel reserve we expected it would need a stable atmosphere.
The Japanese team also believed the structure at Site A was extremely thick. And thanks to more ZolaCore breakthroughs, I don’t feel like I’m on the seabed right now any more than I felt like I was in orbit on The Beacon.
I keep looking straight ahead as I descend the ladder. I know better than to count my steps, too. I hum a few songs instead, distracting myself.
I go slowly and carefully, despite the urge to speed up.
Because I’m looking straight ahead, I feel the end of the ladder before I see it. Fortunately I’m going so slowly that it’s a gentle touchdown.
The floor looks and feels like metal.
“I’m down,” I report.
“Good work,” Driver says. “Keep moving forward.”
Forward really means around, in this case, since I’m at one side of the roughly circular structure and the enormous fuel tank is in the middle. It looks so much bigger now that I’m looking up at it rather than down.
If there is BioZol in there, as I fully suspect, I’m standing in the most combustible place that’s ever existed.
Knowing how much theocite ZolaCore has discovered here and knowing better than anyone just what kind of reaction will occur if it meets this BioZol, the forecast I found on The Beacon regarding the ultimate detonations being unsurvivable anywhere on the world — at any depth — has a new weight to it.
I walk around the huge structure as quickly as I can.
When I’m far enough to see some of the way around the tank, I stop dead on the spot.
“Is that what you wanted?” Driver asks. The body-cam ensures that she’s seeing the same piece of pipework I’m seeing, but doesn’t know what it means.
“No,” I sigh, rattling from a gut punch of disappointment. “Driver… I don’t think I can do it.”
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“What’s wrong?” Driver asks.
“Let me think,” I sigh.
I walk the rest of the way until I’m directly opposite where I started.
When I look at the huge fuel reserve from here, I see a small interface of some kind. I don’t know if it’s just a display or if it can be used to control anything. I certainly wouldn’t know how to operate it, even if someone could.
One thing I do know is the meaning of the numbers on the screen.
The two words help, but I would know what the two countdowns mean even without them.
“Jesus… he was right,” Driver says, beating me to it as she watches via my body-cam.
And he was. Major was right.
If we were still on the initial timeline, the motherlode detonation would be somewhere around 54 hours away.
When the ZolaCore bunker in New Zealand was urgently evacuated in reaction to our botched attempt to engage — an evacuation that was originally set to happen 12 hours before the detonation — Major believed the detonation might be brought forward, too.
Now that I see a countdown of just 5 hours, I know he was right.
To be more accurate, I see two countdowns.
Right now, one reads: “FEED: 04:59:09.”
The other: “DETN: 05:02:09.”
“It’s going to feed fuel to the pipeline and then the explosives are going to detonate three minutes later,” I say. “The Japanese were right.”
Driver is smart and I know she’s almost definitely following this already, but it can’t hurt to be explicit.
“Okay…” she says. “But why don’t you think you can do it? Isn’t this like the best-case scenario of what you wanted, now that you know the pipeline is dry? Wasn’t the plan to disturb the pipeline? It’s right there.”
She’s not wrong… there is a visible section of the gargantuan pipe. The trouble is, it’s far too close to the tank for comfort.
The pipe emerges just to the side of the interface where we’ve seen the countdown. It then angles towards the floor for around fifteen feet, before continuing downwards out of sight.
From there it’s going to run at a shallow depth under the seabed, ready to combine with the theocite unlocked by the initial blasts. It won’t be right under my feet — no way — but it won’t be far.
The result of that meeting would be a colossally destructive reaction, blasting a route into unimaginably vast reserves of the priceless mineral Zola needs for his demented plan to reach Bayzen 108b and start a new world in his image.
“If the pipe ran all the way to the edge of the structure before going out of sight, I’d feel a lot more comfortable using one of the weakest explosives to blow a hole in it,” I say. “But this is so close to the tank. If it blows that open, too, I would…. No. Actually, wait...”
“I need you to talk to me,” Driver pushes. She says something else, but I’m suddenly so deep in thought that I don’t even know what the words are.
Because what if my attempt to wreck the pipeline with a controlled explosion does collaterally hit the fuel tank?
Sure, I’ll die instantly. But I think that would be it.
As long as I destroy the integrity of the pipe and the BioZol can’t reach the theocite deposits, the catastrophic reaction can’t happen.
“We came down here to do this, right?” I say.
Driver says nothing for a few seconds. “What are you getting at?” she asks.
“I’m 99 per cent sure I can stop this from destroying the world,” I tell her.
I hear her gulp. “But?”
“I’m about 60% sure I’ll die.”
For a while, I hear nothing.
“Driver?” I push.
“You can’t be 60 per cent ‘sure’ of anything, Ray,” she eventually replies. “And it doesn’t even matter. We came here to do this. I don’t really care about some made up percentage of how likely this option is to kill us. I just want you to go with the option that’s surer than all the others for stopping this. If there’s one that gives you a 100 per cent chance of stopping this and it comes with a 99 per cent chance of taking us out, that’s the one. It has to be.”
“I don’t see another option,” I tell her. “We don’t have anything that could cut a pipe like this and we can’t do anything from the outside. But there’s not quite a 99 per cent chance that’s it going to kill me. And Driver… I said me. You can leave before I do this. If you get to shore and there hasn’t been a massive blast, you can come back. We don’t both have—”
“Am I going to have to come down there and do it myself?” she interrupts.
I sigh. “Driver, don’t be stubborn. We don’t both have to risk—”
“Okay, Ray… you asked for it.”
As she says this, I hear her footsteps in the passageway. I hurry back around the fuel tank. By the time I get there, she’s draped over the ledge at the top of the ladder.
“Okay, you’ve made your point,” I tell her. “But seriously, don’t come down here. Please, at least go back into the Nautilus and close the seal. That’s not about ‘not leaving me behind,’ okay? That’s just about not being an idiot. Two people don’t need to poke the fire. We’ll still be in contact, too. You’ll know when I’m done.”
After a long pause, she stands back up.
“Fine. But I’m not leaving you behind,” she says, very flatly. She walks back along the passageway, and I then hear the heavy door closing.
Driver is layered like few people I’ve ever met. She can be selfless while she’s being stubborn, and she can insist on getting the last word in even as she’s stepping up to the plate.
But what counts a lot more than what she says is what she does, and she does always step up to the plate.
“I’m going to use the weakest explosives first, attached to the pipe as far from the tank as I can get them,” I say.
Pre-stating moves like this is a good habit we picked up during our cooperative mission with the robot. It gives the temporarily passive teammate, which for now is Driver, a chance to stop the active teammate before they make a stupid mistake.
“Do you know how strong they are?” she asks. “Or only relative to each other?”
“Mainly relative to each other,” I admit. “Isaac did say they would all have been able to blow through the doors on The Beacon — and some of those were seriously thick. I’ll be surprised if this one doesn’t do the job. The real concern is that it damages the tank, too. BioZol is combustible as hell. This amount… I don’t even know. I’d guess it could flatten a small town. It’s the same with the shallow theocite deposits. Like the Japanese team thought, I’m almost certain the seabed is rigged with conventional explosives at intervals along the pipeline. Those bombs are going to blow and there’s nothing we can do about that. They’ll be serious blasts, too, but out here they can’t hurt anyone else. As long as we keep the BioZol and the theocite apart…”
“I hear all of that. But don’t you think putting the explosive as far as you can from the tank means it could be too close to the edge of the structure?” Driver asks.
It’s a good question.
“The structure is a lot thicker than the tank,” I say. “And if the structure was hit, you could still get away. Not if I hit the tank.”
Silence circles.
“Okay. Do it,” Driver replies after a few seconds. “If you think this is our best chance of stopping this, I’m with you. Trust your gut, Ray… it’s gotten us this far.”
I lower my backpack to the ground and lift out two of Isaac’s weakest explosives. They look like thick coasters — that’s the only way I can describe them.
I know which ones they are because of the power markings he showed me on their back surfaces, and I know how to set them up.
After attaching a device to the desired surface and pulling the pin, it’s one push for each 30 seconds. Kind of like a microwave for the last part, I guess.
I remove the backing of the first device to expose its strong adhesive. He taught me this in the few minutes we had to rehearse a task we thought Driver’s hands would ultimately perform via a robot intermediary.
Come to think of it, I don’t know how the hell we would have gotten the robot down here. We would have thought of something to lower him in, but it would have required crossing the passageway and exposing ourselves to the inside of the structure, anyway.
We were so down about the need for me to cross the passageway after Laika smashed the computer, and it turns out we would have had to do it anyway.
It really is funny how things work out.
Again… “funny.”
I stick both devices to the pipe, one at each side.
Their explosive force should be directed inwards, since they’re made for getting through surfaces like this rather than causing damage in every direction. I’m trusting Isaac’s word on that, albeit with no choice to do anything else.
“I’m going to do 90 seconds,” I say. “That will be long enough for me to get to the top of the ladder, away from the worst of it. And you’re not opening that seal until this is done, so any longer would be a waste of time.”
“Okay,” is all she says.
Without talking myself out of it, I pull the pins in turn and then simultaneously press each device three times. A 90-second digital countdown appears on both of their previously blank front section surfaces.
I move quickly, taking my backpack with me and out of range since the last thing I want is for my first explosive to engage any of the others.
“Are you counting?” I ask, halfway up the ladder.
“47… 46…”
By the time I reach the top, she’s at 22 seconds.
Maybe her training as a pilot has given her a perfect steadiness when counting down or maybe she’s looking at a clock. Whatever it is that’s aiding her, Driver says zero at the precise moment I hear a deafening bang that in any other context would sound like an up-close gunshot.
Well, I guess I’ve gone and done it now…
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The gunshot-like blast makes me wince.
But that’s all I hear.
Not only because my ears are ringing, but because nothing else happens.
“Well?” Driver asks.
“It either worked perfectly or it wasn’t strong enough to work at all,” I say. “But at least we didn’t start too strong.”
I hurry back down and rush round to look at the pipe.
“Holy hell,” Driver gasps. “Ray… did… did you actually do it?”
“I think I did!” I beam.
Because sure enough, Isaac’s explosives haven’t just blown two small holes at either side of the pipe, they’ve completely severed it.
There’s no way for the BioZol to reach the theocite. We’ve done it!
Powerful blasts are still coming, but on nowhere near the scale we’ve been fighting to avoid. No one else is going to be hurt.
Getting here was anything but easy and it took a huge team effort to bring together everything we needed, but I can hardly believe it’s worked.
I turn around to look at the countdowns by the tank, wondering if it has detected the disruption.
The first thing I see is good news.
Where the countdown for the feed stage was previously 4 hours and 59 minutes, it’s now blank. The feed isn’t happening, because it can’t.
“Oh my God,” Driver shrieks. “Ray, run!”
When my eyes see the second countdown, my feet follow her order.
Oh my God really is the only appropriate reaction.
Because the detonation countdown, leading to the moment when the conventional explosives planted nearby will detonate to expose the theocite deposits this BioZol would have fed, has changed.
Before my intervention, it was at 5 hours and 2 minutes — just three minutes after the pipeline would have filled with BioZol.
Now?
Well, now those three minutes are ticking down from the moment the pipeline was disrupted. More than a minute has already elapsed since then, leaving us less than two minutes until the seabed detonations begin.
Two minutes.
Without the concentrated theocite-BioZol reaction that Zola’s plan to access the deeper deposits depended on, the world is saved. The blasts will cause no planetary or even continental damage.
But for us, sitting ducks on an explosives-laden seabed that’s as close to a literal minefield as anything could be, salvation feels a long way away.
“Just go,” I implore Driver. “Up up up! There’s no way I’m going to make it.”
“Just run!” she yells again. “I’ve opened the seal. Get in and close it behind you. I’ll fire her up.”
I know by now that Driver isn’t leaving me behind.
And as I sprint to the ladder and haul myself up as fast as I can possibly go, all I can hope is that her loyalty won’t be the death of her.
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I climb the ladder with more intensive physical effort than I’ve ever devoted to anything in my life, taking multiple rungs at a time and scrambling with my feet and hands all at once.
I’m not thinking about anything except getting out of here as quickly as I can, with urgency probably bordering on recklessness as I almost slip a few times.
At the top, I sprint through the passageway and rapidly turn the metal wheel on the Nautilus’ seal. This is the hardest effort of all, given the lack of grip strength in my nerve-damaged right hand.
My left hand can’t do all of the work given the weight of the door and size of the wheel, but a combination of that and some input from my right forearm eventually gets it closed.
“Sealed!” I yell, gasping for breath. “Go go go go!”
I don’t ask Driver how long we have left as I hurry further in, because it would make no difference. I got out as fast as I could and she’s going to do all she can to get us out of the wider area before any of the explosives buried in the seabed hit the theocite and take us out.
I know from the Japanese team’s Site A data that this is the likely setup down here.
I can only hope that Site A’s structure was destroyed due to the concentrated BioZol-Theocite reaction that caused havoc around the world as a whole, and that this Site B structure we’re still attached to will hold up to the smaller but still powerful blasts outside.
Even if it doesn’t hold up — if the combustible BioZol is disturbed and ignited — there can no longer be a concentrated theocite reaction capable of causing widespread damage.
A massive disaster would still be averted, but Driver and I wouldn’t be around to celebrate our victory. We’d be dead instantly.
I stumble through the Nautilus’ narrow corridor.
“You’re okay, buddy,” I yell to Laika without stopping when I see him flapping frantically in his small cage.
When I reach Driver at the controls, in a cockpit that overwhelms me as soon as I see it, she’s in full-focus mode.
“Hazards?” she asks.
“Get away from the structure in case it blows and get away from the seabed. It’s basically a minefield.”
These words are barely out of my mouth when a loud explosion shakes our whole vessel.
We’re already detached from the structure and already moving — I can see that from in here, even though I still can’t feel it — but we can’t have gone far.
There’s no way that explosion came from the structure. If it had, we’d be swimming by now.
“It’s not the structure,” Driver confirms, tapping the screen to call up the vessel’s tail-cam feed with one hand as she guides us upwards and away from danger with the other.
Part of me wants to ask if this is as fast as we can go, since there really is a remarkable lack of any sensation of movement in this thing, but I know it is.
Of course it is.
Driver is fighting for her life just like I am, leaving nothing on the table in a desperate bid to live to see another day in the world we’ve just saved from total destruction.
The sound of another explosion booms from below, with several more following in quick succession. Before long, they’re going off like popcorn kernels.
One shakes us even worse than the first time, despite how much we’ve ascended.
“What’s going on?” she shrieks in desperation.
“It’s a cascade of explosives planted along the pipeline tracks,” I tell her. “Some are hitting the shallow theocite deposits and reacting. Without the BioZol delivery it’s nothing compared to what could have happened, but there’s going to be projectile forces that could—”
I’m knocked off my feet before I can finish the sentence. The Nautilus is rocked like never before, with a red light and blaring siren telling us it’s a lot more than a close call or even a graze.
“We’re hit!” Driver screams, grabbing for a surface and trying to get to her feet.
I’m on the ground, too, but when I hear her words I feel my body stop fighting.
We’re hit.
We stopped the worst of it, but we’re not making it out. I’m not going to see Joe or Eva again, but at least they’re going to see tomorrow.
Back on her feet, Driver kicks my arm. “Get up, we have to eject!”
That gets my body moving. My head shoots up to face her. “Eject? To where? In what? We’re not in the sky, Driver!”
“Just get up and grab the bird. Now! Ten seconds.”
I scramble to my feet and dash out into the corridor. The awful red light is pulsing everywhere and the alarm only sounds louder as I move. I grab Laika’s cage, feeling so sorry and guilty for putting the poor guy through any of this, and race back towards the cockpit like I’ve been shot from a cannon.
Driver pulls me in tight with her left arm. “You’re not going to like this,” she says, before smashing a button on the control console with her right.
I don’t know if I fall up or down.
All I know is: we’re not in the Nautilus anymore.
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I spent most of my time in the Nautilus wondering if we were really moving.
Now, we’re moving so fast I can’t help but wonder if I’m already dead.
When my eyes manage to take in anything at all, I see that the cockpit has sealed up and transformed into what’s effectively a kind of bullet-shaped emergency surfacing module.
We’ve totally jettisoned the shell of the Nautilus.
I hold on to Laika’s cage as tightly as I can but the level of movement makes it impossible for me to make out if he’s okay.
Our surfacing bullet is around the same size as our Escape Pod from a few days ago, and I don’t miss the irony that it’s also trying to get us back to sea level as quickly as possible… albeit in the opposite direction.
Driver isn’t controlling anything— the bullet is sending us towards the surface on its own, and so far it seems like it’s doing it fast enough to save us from any more impacts.
I don’t like it when I feel our movement slow. I very much do feel it, too, with the sudden change knocking me backwards and sending Laika’s cage right into my face.
It’ll be a damn miracle if my nose isn’t broken.
“Almost there,” Driver pants. She’s struggling for stability, too, but her words give me hope. Maybe we slowed because it knows we’re close?
And then I see light. I don’t see it for long before it totally envelops us.
The surface!
We made it!
As the rapid ascent comes to a halt and we bob uncomfortably, my attention turns straight to Laika.
“Buddy,” I call to him, opening the cage and reaching in.
He moves towards my hands. “Ray Ray…”
Thank God.
He sounds as weak as I feel, but he made it, too.
“Are you okay?”
“Laika… okay,” he replies as strongly as he can. This is more than he’s spoken to me for a while so I’m not taking his brevity as a bad sign. What counts most is that he’s alive. We’re all alive. And more than that… we actually did it.
“The bombs have blown and the structure held,” I say through heavy breaths. “Driver… it’s over. The countdown hit zero and the structure held! We interrupted the reaction. It worked!”
She makes a grumbling sound in reply, like nothing I’ve ever heard from her.
When I look closer, I see that she’s holding the back of her head. When I look even closer, I see blood.
“Sit up,” I tell her. “Driver, I need you to sit up. Can you do that for me?”
“Ugh,” she grunts, shifting her way as best she can. “I… I’m okay. Aah. It’s just a cut.”
I lean in for my closest look yet as she manages to get to a fairly upright seated position, and I see that “just a cut” is actually a serious gash.
A sharp corner of the control console right behind her looks like the obvious culprit.
The gash isn’t bleeding as profusely as a wound of the same width and depth would be if it was anywhere softer than the back of her head, but it’s going to need stitches.
That’s something I can handle, though. A serious concussion wouldn’t have been, let alone anything worse.
Driver runs her hand downwards over her eyes, as though psyching herself up, then pushes herself higher and looks at the controls.
“Hold on,” she says. “This isn’t going to be as bad as the ascent, but…”
As soon as we start moving, I realize it’s a big but.
Driver directs our bullet-like capsule towards the shore and engages the thrust. We shoot off instantly.
I feel the movement now and I’m only too aware we’re in the water, unlike earlier when I was more or less able to trick myself. I feel sick and I feel panicked, but I try to focus on the fact that I’m only feeling those things because I’m alive.
I earned these feelings, I tell myself, and soon I’ll be in Colorado for the real prizes.
“Laika no like,” my poor little buddy tells me. “Ray Ray… make Luna stop.”
I reach back into his cage and take hold of him again. This time I lift him out and hold him close.
“Luna is taking us home, buddy,” I tell him. “She’s our friend. Just look at the sky… we really made it. I’ll show you some trees soon. Flowers, the beach, whatever you want. We can see Vicki again soon. And Joe! You’ll meet Joe. He’s going to take you anywhere you want to go and talk to you all day.”
“Yeah, it’s okay, Laika,” Driver says, turning to look at him for a few seconds as she continues motoring us back to the shore at what feels like a truly incredible rate of knots.
He shifts in my arms, moving to stretch his wings. Just like after our crash-landing, he seems to be about as banged-up as I am but not injured or hurt in any serious way.
The gash I can see clearer than ever from this angle tells me Driver has come off worse than either of us, not that you would know it from how stoically she’s pushing forward.
“Luna,” Laika squawks, tipping his head to one side.
“Yeah?”
“Laika sorry,” he goes on. “Laika like Luna.”
She turns back to him and glances quickly at me, with the familiar expression of someone who’s just properly met Laika and can’t believe how smart he is.
“No hard feelings,” she says. “You’re not the guy who brought a parrot on an emergency mission and held his cage way too close to someone else at the top of a stairway.”
Driver laughs as she says it. Even now she finds a way to be a pain in my ass.
“Luna like Laika too?” he pushes. “Laika good boy?”
She chuckles again. “You don’t want to come across too needy there, boy-o. But sure. Luna likes Laika.”
He looks up at me. “Ray Ray. Squawk. Luna like Laika!” he proudly reports, before settling back down at a more comfortable angle.
When I look outside, I see the shore coming into view.
It’s not much longer before I see our plane.
“How are we for fuel?” I ask. This suddenly feels like something I should have inquired about a lot earlier, but I suppose I figured it’s the kind of thing that Driver and the bunker staff who helped us load everything would take care of.
“Come on, man,” Driver says, glancing back at me with a truly warm smile. “You know I made them give us enough for Colorado.”
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When we reach the shore and wade our way onto dry land near the plane, my first priority is stitching up Driver’s head wound.
For once she’s not stubborn enough to object, which is probably a reflection of how much it already stings. In turn, that only goes to underline her toughness in pushing through the pain barrier without making a fuss.
As for me… I’m surer now that my nose is broken than I was when Laika’s cage smashed into it.
The pain was worse at first, though, and the visual of myself I catch in the first aid kit’s mirror is the main sign that it’s anything more than a bruise.
Probably because there’s nothing she can do about it, Driver doesn’t mention it.
In the relatively short time we spend on solid ground, we see no more explosions from the sea.
Against all the odds, we really have prevented the catastrophic detonations that threatened to wipe out everyone left on Earth.
What happens next is up in the air in more ways than one, with questions lingering about Zola, the Moon, and even the Vita.
But for now, I’ve earned a respite.
And at last, I’ve earned my family reunion.
Driver is going to have less respite than me given the need for her to fly the plane, but she seems relaxed about that.
While I use my left hand to stitch up her wound, she spends the time conversing with Laika. Fortunately, he seems to have been shaken back out of the uncharacteristic stupor the initial bunker evacuation shook him into.
They’re fast friends.
Laika is still out of his cage, like he was at the end of our journey in the bullet, and he seems very content sitting next to me. He’s not the kind of bird who’s going to fly away.
On the face of things, no one who hears our story is going to think Laika helped out on this mission like he helped me on the station. But his reaction forced our last-minute rethink, and who’s to say we’re not better off now than we would have been without that?
When Driver is good to go, we return to the plane via the stairway where the tattoo incident happened and take our spots on board.
We don’t load the Nautilus’ bullet into the cargo bay, purely because we can’t get it out of the water. It did its job and I’ll always appreciate its creators for that. I think the level of discomfort we felt inside was probably because we ascended from much deeper than it’s meant for.
We still only came out with bumps and bruises, though. And a broken nose for one of us, I guess.
The point is, it could have gone a lot worse. The fact it didn’t is testament to whatever kind of atmospheric and pressure-related technologies have been incorporated into the broader Nautilus design.
Although I do bring Laika’s cage on board, he calmly but firmly tells me that he doesn’t want to go into it. I can’t blame him after what happened, and I know he’s not going to cause any problems so long as no hummingbirds show up. I’ll get to the bottom of that one somehow. We’ll work through it.
He shuffles close to me when Driver fires up the engines and smoothly takes us into the air.
In the daylight, I can see well out into the ocean. Disturbances from the explosions are unmissable, with clear choppiness in the vast affected area, but I don’t see a single sign of any fresh blasts.
We didn’t feel any in the bullet, either, even in the short time when we were bobbing around before Driver shot us back towards land.
It really is over.
At some point I’ll no longer feel the need to keep telling myself that, and maybe having just seen the relative calm from up here means this will be the last time.
The daylight also means that I could see a lot more of the ground this time, but I just can’t bring myself to look. I lower my window blind and lean back.
A few minutes later, I’m tempted to look but ultimately stop myself.
I’m sure everything is being recorded on the flight computers, and Driver will definitely be taking it all in.
There’s nothing I can do about the devastation that’s already ravaged our towns and cities, anyway. Reminding myself of it all over again when I’m so close to finally seeing—
“Ray,” Driver’s voice calls over the intercom, cutting off my thought. Even after a single word, I can tell she’s excited. “Are you seeing this?”
I pull the blind up as quickly as I closed it, and right away I see what she’s talking about.
Aided by the fact that we haven’t finished climbing yet, I see unmistakable signs of life in an area covered in almost as much thick ash as I saw in Virginia.
There’s a controlled fire — a big one — as well as some enormous letters dug into the ash in a way that makes them as legible as a stick-drawn love heart on a white sandy beach:
A L I V E.
The smile on my face grows and grows as our journey continues. Even from our cruising altitude I see more signs of life, showing that pockets of survivors have made it independently of the ERF’s bunker program.
Sure… at a glance, the scene is still one of widespread apocalyptic destruction. But this is only what we can see from up here, in one area of the country.
In one area of one country, I remind myself. The figure I’ve had in mind — 300,000 survivors across the ERF’s dozens of bunkers — could be a small portion of the real count.
Every survivor out in the open is one more than I was counting on, and I lose count of life signs long before Driver tells me that we’re approaching the Colorado bunker.
Even before we draw near, I have new reasons to smile.
None come close to what I’m going to feel in a few minutes, though, and every passing moment brings extra anticipation.
“There are people outside!” Driver tells me. She has the better view from the cockpit, but it’s not long until I see.
I don’t know if they’ve been in contact with other bunkers who have seen our plane or what, but there really is a throng of people near the Colorado landing site Driver was shown before we left the others.
They’re waiting for us.
And I know what that means:
They’re waiting for me.
There’s just no way to describe the feeling within me as we land at the short but highly visible runway they’ve cleared of ash.
I manage to talk Laika into going back into his cage for now. It’s for his own good with all the stimulation and attention that’s coming, and it leaves me free to stand at the top of the stairs like a greyhound waiting to get out of its trap.
I do wait for Driver to emerge from the cockpit and press the button to open the doors, since she is the pilot and I really don’t want to hit the wrong thing.
As the door opens, I get ready to scout the crowd for Joe and Eva.
I don’t have to look far. I see Joe first, beaming the most beautiful smile as he waits for the stairway to emerge. Eva puts a hand around his chest to hold him back.
When she lets him go, I don’t even have to reach solid ground to get the hug I’ve been desperately fighting for all this time.
“You really made it!” he cries, wrapping his arms tightly around me halfway up the stairs. I lift him up and walk down.
Because without Joe standing in front of her, I can see Eva.
All of her.
Since our video calls were always in landscape orientation, with Joe and Eva sitting side-by-side at the table at home and partially cut off by the angle of their camera in the bunker, this is the first time I’ve seen anything below her neck since I left for The Beacon more than two months ago.
I don’t know when exactly it happened or when she started showing, but there’s no missing it now.
She steps forward as I near the bottom of the stairs.
“I didn’t want to worry you when I knew you couldn’t get home any quicker,” she says, placing a hand on her stomach. There are no apologies, though — we’re both beaming with joy.
At the darkest points of the past few days, there have been moments when I thought I’d never know true happiness again.
Now, with Joe still in one arm, I wrap the other around Eva and feel a happiness like never before.
“But what happened to your nose?” she whispers.
I can’t fight the laugh that forces its way out. “Well, it’s a long story…”
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The engagement ring is burning a hole in my pocket as we walk towards the huge open shutter at the bunker’s entrance, but even I know there wouldn’t be a lot of tact in proposing immediately after finding out Eva is pregnant.
I turn and see Driver taking great care as she carries Laika down the stairs.
Some of the other children in the crowd ooh and aah at the sight of the majestic macaw, but Joe is still too busy burying his head in my shoulder to notice.
I don’t recognize any of the people I see in various uniforms near the shutter, but I’m familiar with the ERF regalia by now. When a sharply dressed woman steps forward from the line that seems to be composed of the bunker’s leadership, I know right away that she must be the Senior Coordinator Eva mentioned in our first call.
Eva liked her a lot, as I recall.
“We’re honored to welcome you, Mr. Barclay,” she says, extending a firm but warm handshake. “Elana Hart, Senior Coordinator of this facility. That’s my title, but I think our population knows who’s been most responsible for keeping them alive.”
I’m really not here for plaudits and have never been very good at taking them, so I just thank Hart politely and continue inside.
Now that the communication lines are open between all ERF bunkers like they should have been all along, I have to imagine there have been some extensive conversations between the leadership.
Hart will have all kinds of answers, but for a little while at least I just want to sit down and make up for lost time with Eva and Joe.
I’ve never taken my time with them for granted. When I was working on the station I knew that would be doubly true when I got home, but in recent days that feeling has been dialed up to eleven. I don’t want to miss a single moment.
My first impression of the Colorado bunker, which comes only from its entrance hall, is that it seems much smaller than the one in Virginia.
That would make sense given that ours was the flagship ERF facility, but there were only twice as many people there as there are here and my gut instinct is that we had far more than twice as much space.
I don’t see much else before three people in silver shirts rush out of a door I hadn’t even noticed.
When they see me, they stop abruptly. One flicks his eyes repeatedly between me and Eva, then gestures with his head towards the door.
This isn’t my first rodeo and I know they want to speak to me, but I just arrived and don’t want to be—
“We have an open line to the Vita and they’re asking for you,” the man says, cutting off my thought. He speaks in a cheery tone that feels like it’s intended to convince my family rather than me. But the fact he’s still pushing makes me think this really could be something I have to see.
“Excellent!” I reply, before turning to Eva and continuing: “They’re going to be worried about me and I’m worried about them. Could you give me one minute?”
“Of course,” she says. “We’ll wait out here.”
I look at her stomach. “I’ll be quick, but maybe take a seat?”
She rolls her eyes in jest. “Come on, Joe. We’ll see if we can finish your spaceman puzzle in the next few minutes….”
He sounds excited at that prospect as I put him down and send him on his way with a quick ruffle of his hair.
As soon as they’re gone, the man’s expression falls. “It’s not the Vita and it’s not good, Mr. Barclay,” is all he says, setting a tone I had already read between his words.
Elana Hart reappears at my side, just as I step into a room that’s an exact replica of the war room from my old bunker in Virginia.
A familiar image fills the back wall. Far too familiar.
I’d recognize the background from anywhere.
When someone hits play on the video, all doubt is removed.
It’s the ornate room on The Beacon where Ignacio Zola has been resting in suspended animation. As he walks into the shot and faces his camera, my stomach clenches at the realization that his rest is over earlier than we expected.
He was supposed to be awoken an hour before the detonation, which still wouldn’t have happened for the better part of 48 hours if various stages of his plan hadn’t accelerated after the incident in New Zealand and again after my actions in the structure at Site B.
The fact that even this stage has been expedited means that some kind of connectivity must have remained live on The Beacon, despite my best efforts to physically destroy its communications equipment.
In hindsight that shouldn’t be a huge surprise given how advanced everything up there is.
But because I’ve been assuming for so long that I succeeded in isolating the station, Zola’s early appearance now — before we’ve had any chance to launch a new plan to handle his inevitable awakening — is an unexpected body blow.
Speaking of appearances, Zola looks slightly disheveled and definitely not his usual perfectly put-together self, no doubt as a result of the unnaturally long sleep he’s just come out of.
But far more importantly than any of that, he looks consumed with a bitter rage.
Even before he speaks, I know only too well where that rage is going to be directed.
“I have to applaud the audacity, Ray,” he begins, clearing his throat. “The execution, too. The Escape Pod, the remote robot… all of it. But let me make one thing clear: when you got in my way, you made the biggest mistake of your life. People have stood in my way and slowed me down at various stages of my life, but they’ve all come to learn that I don’t go around obstacles. I go through them.”
My spine feels stiffer than I’ve ever known it. I feel sick to the very pit of my stomach.
“For twenty years I have lived with the singular purpose of freeing humanity from that stifling womb you call a home planet and cutting the cord of mediocrity. My chosen few have already departed, but they’re not yet safely clear of you and your equally hysterical ERF allies. I can take no chances. You see, Ray, I don’t even need the theocite deposits on Earth anymore. But I can’t leave them with you. Not when you’ve proven yourself so irrationally opposed to logic and progress.”
I can hardly bring myself to watch or listen, but I have to do it. Mercifully, a change in his intonation makes it sound like he’s almost done.
“I’ll be in touch again soon with my demands,” Zola goes on. “Just rest assured that when the sun sets on this story, I’ll be sure to let the record state that Ray Barclay got exactly what he wanted: to spend the rest of his life with his family. Or I might go for another form of wording. How about… Congratulations: you all got to die in the same place!”
No one around me says anything.
“But I don’t want to kill you quite yet, Ray,” he says, winking demonically. “I want to break you first.”
The video ends.
“Do you have a contact line to the Vita?” I ask. Forcing out even these few words is an effort, given how heavy everything feels inside me.
“We do,” Hart replies, sounding every bit as shattered as I feel.
I take a breath. “Could you get me in touch with Major and Williams? This isn’t over, but we don’t have long…”
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As painful as they are taunting, Ignacio Zola’s bitter words echo in my mind:
“I don’t want to kill you quite yet, Ray. I want to break you first.”
The recorded video message from his luxurious room on the Beacon space station might have been short, but it packed a punch like no other.
He knows I’m in this bunker complex. He knows I’m with my family.
I was the last man standing on the Beacon when everyone was supposed to die and I’ve been a thorn in Zola’s side since that very moment.
He knows I’m responsible for scuppering the crucial stage of the plan he’s been working on for untold years, and he’s not going to take it lying down.
He can’t have been awake for long, but he knows I’m to blame. That has to mean he’s already been in contact with his cronies, wherever they are. And that fills me with dread over what he might have them do.
I’m staring at the screen, waiting for a new video call to begin. It shouldn’t take long.
It can’t take long.
My mind is a mess and I have to talk to the people who can help me.
In the meantime I can’t even guess what Zola’s next move will be. All I know for now is that he’s just promised — threatened — to be in touch again soon with his demands. If he saved those demands for later with the intent of driving me crazy with uncertainty, it’s working.
It won’t be long until I know more. Maybe minutes, or hours at most. I should be talking to my friends and colleagues from my old bunker in Virginia any second, though.
Granted, it’s hard to judge time when I’m so shaken by Zola’s words. But it still feels like it’s been long enough for a connection to establish.
Any second now, I tell myself. I’ll be talking to them any second now.
Every second gives me more time to reflect.
Reaching this bunker felt like such a win… for all of a few minutes.
With Zola still alive, I wasn’t foolish enough to think everything would be magically perfect as soon as I prevented the planet-killing detonations he’d set up in the Atlantic Ocean.
I just thought we’d have some time to deal with him before he reclaimed the upper hand.
The big surprise is that he’s awake. He shouldn’t be.
Not now. Not yet.
Not two days before the countdown was due to run out in his suspended animation chamber.
It feels like forever ago that I first found him in there. It feels like another lifetime when I stepped out of my fully sealed research lab on the Beacon and found everyone around me dead. The trials I faced to stay alive and to alert Earth of the disaster now feel like nothing compared to what’s happened since.
The first soul-crushing moment that ensured nothing would ever be the same came when I saw Earth in ruins. That’s when I realized that whatever had caused so much death on the station had ravaged Earth’s surface, too.
The second came when I realized Zola was behind all of it.
Ignacio Zola. A man I’d always looked up to as an underdog success story and unwavering champion of space research and exploration.
Ignacio Zola. My employer for the duration of my placement on his station.
Ignacio Zola. The most evil, ruthless and dastardly individual I’ve ever come across.
The man’s psychology is so broken, he was willing to destroy almost all life on Earth to access the fuel-enriching mineral he needs to carry his chosen few to a new world.
Those would-be colonizers had already been evacuated to orbit in advance of the colossal detonations we narrowly managed to stop. And until a few minutes ago, I didn’t think they could get any further without the undersea theocite deposits Zola hoped to open up.
Three more sentences of his message changed all of that:
“I don’t even need the theocite deposits on Earth anymore. But I can’t leave them with you. Not when you’ve proven yourself so irrationally opposed to logic and progress.”
Zola’s idea of progress is a chosen few starting a new world on the recently discovered planet Bayzen 108b. There, they could be free from “the stifling womb” of Earth and the restrictive norms of its societies.
We now know this kind of selective relocation has been his driving goal for decades. I found a lot of information about that on the Beacon, where I was supposed to die with everyone else.
Fortunately, another thing I found out was that Earth’s governments have a secret bunker program of their own. I chose to land near the most certain location I could see in the evidence at hand: Culpeper, Virginia.
The people I found there had been chosen for their skills and abilities, to rebuild society in case of a mass-scale disaster. Some of the best minds in the world rapidly analyzed the evidence I brought down from the station. Their fine-tooth combs identified the undersea detonation site just in time, for one thing. They also located a ZolaCore bunker in New Zealand, albeit with no positive results.
One thing I realized on my own was why Zola had engaged his plan now. Essentially, everything came to a head due to a near-simultaneous double discovery of a viable planet and a means of getting there in a workable timeframe.
My personal road to hell was paved with the best intentions, but I can’t avoid reality. I can’t deny it: I’m the one whose fuel-enrichment breakthrough hastened Zola’s moves.
Rationally, I know I shouldn’t blame myself. Just like whoever identified Bayzen 108b, I had no idea what Zola would do.
Another huge unknown is how his plan can still go ahead without access to Earth’s major theocite deposits. He might be overplaying his hand, trying to put on a defiant front even as the plan lies in ruins. But even that could spell bad news, if he’s trying to lull us into a false sense of security before unleashing some other destructive force capable of freeing the priceless mineral.
I’m still staring at the wall-filling screen where Zola’s message played.
The room I’m in is familiar, an exact replica of the one where I spent a lot of time in my previous bunker. That was in Virginia, where I landed in an Escape Pod to alert whoever was still alive that we only had a few days to stop the unprecedented detonations that would render even the Earth Resilience Forum’s deep bunkers uninhabitable.
That bunker — the ERF’s flagship location and a designated continuity of government site — now lies empty, with all of its other 8,000 inhabitants having evacuated on the incredible Vita spacecraft.
All but one of its other inhabitants, anyway.
I owe my life to my loyal friend Luna, a young pilot who showed that her ‘Driver’ nickname is well earned when she guided our unfamiliar underwater vehicle to and from the denotation site. The cherry on the cake was a smooth flight to this Colorado bunker where I was finally reunited with my Eva and Joe.
As I stare at the screen, waiting and waiting for a connection to establish and my colleagues to appear, my lips feel dry. The few words I’ve been able to choke out since the video ended were a request for a communications line to the Vita.
That’s where President Noah Williams and ERF Supremo Clarence Major are now, along with the brilliant analysts and scientists who were chosen for all the right reasons. They’re in orbit, along with Zola’s station and possibly his evacuees’ colossal craft.
I’m hoping that means my colleagues could be well-placed to help me, but right now I’m starting to worry about why the connection still isn’t live.
In a broader sense, until Zola shows his cards or at least gets back to us with his demands, I don’t know how to feel. The uncertainty is painful.
One thing has pushed me through the hell I’ve faced since the moment a saboteur poisoned the Beacon’s air supply. All along it’s been the hope, however faint, that I could one day see my family again.
That’s what’s kept me going.
For a long time, I had no reason to think they were alive at all. Even when I reached the Virginia bunker and a video link-up showed me they were safe here, it felt like a massive long-shot to think I could stop the scheduled detonations and give any of us more than a few days to live.
But I did stop the detonations. I did get here. Eva and Joe are on the other side of the door, still as happy as I was a few minutes ago.
I achieved my driving goal, only for Zola’s message to rip the rug out from under me. His bitterly ironic congratulations and comment that we would now all get to “die in the same place” probably hit harder than anything else he said.
I don’t know if he’s bluffing, but at some point I’m going to have to loop Eva in.
I’m not the only person who has seen the video Zola sent our way and I know how fast bad news travels. She has to hear it from it me, in a way that frames it less disastrously than someone else might.
Fortunately on that front, no one has left the room yet. Because once they do, it’s bound to spread around the bunker like wildfire.
I would want to break bad news to Eva gently at the best of times, but even more so after the surprise I got when I saw her outside. We haven’t had a real chance to talk privately but she’s visibly pregnant and had chosen to keep it from me during my placement on the station.
I understand why, since I was due to get home soon and couldn’t have expedited my return under any circumstances. It can’t have happened long before I left for space and I don’t know when she would have realized, but I’m sure it wasn’t easy keeping it quiet. All I could have done was worry, like she said, so I’m glad she made that call.
Seeing her with Joe, not to mention the small but noticeable baby bump she’s sporting, was the happiest moment of my life. That’s probably playing a part in why I feel so utterly depleted now — the rapid shift from an all-time high to such a foreboding low.
If I was looking at this from a distance, I might feel differently. Because in a lot of regards, our situation is the best it’s been since this all started.
That goes beyond my personal situation, too. We now have our own people in orbit, taking away any complete high-ground advantage Zola and his cronies might have had. Our people are on a spacecraft like no other, too.
The gargantuan Vita’s appearance at launch was described to me as a cocoon. From that shape it can expand into several configurations, including a truly self-sustaining orbital station that can house our people for as long as it has to. That was the whole point in the emergency planetary evacuation.
But despite knowing these things, it’s hard for me to feel anything but panicked trepidation. The uncertainty of what Zola is going to demand is truly suffocating, and the delay in establishing a connection to the Vita is worrying me more and more.
Eventually, I turn to face Elana Hart, the Senior Coordinator of this bunker. Eva likes her, having spent several days down here, and she’s been very pleasant to me so far.
Hart looks as worried as I feel, and I sense that’s due to our ongoing lack of connection to the Vita as well as the content of Zola’s message.
“What’s happening?” she asks everyone else, spurred on by what has to be a very solemn expression on my face.
For the first time I really notice the people around the table. There aren’t many and they’re not uniformed like those in Virginia. That was the premier bunker, full of government and military officials as well as leading scientists from the local area.
Here in Colorado we’re still bound to have a mix of everything, but this room is full of people who look like analysts and scientists. The average age is probably 15 years lower, too, but there’s not a lot of energy right now.
“The problem has to be on their end, Ms. Hart,” a young woman says, raising her palms as she gazes over a computer screen.
But then, at last, the far larger screen beyond her changes. It fills the whole wall and flickers a few times before settling on a welcome image.
I see Clarence Major and President Williams, sitting at a desk in a very eye-catching room aboard the grandest vessel ever created.
“There you are,” Major says.
We didn’t always see eye to eye, but after such a long wait his voice is the most welcome sound I could imagine right now.
“Is everything okay with your communications system?” Hart asks.
Even before he replies, Major’s expression says a lot. He shakes his head and sighs. “Our team found a way around it, for now at least, but either Zola or his evacuees have been bombarding us with signals. Some are junk, seemingly to jam our channels. Others are warnings. We saw his message to you, Ray, but right now I think you’re a lot safer down there than we are up here.”
Beside Major, President Williams looks similarly concerned. I got on far better with Williams than with Major, and I quickly realized he was good at containing his emotions. For him to look as worried as this, there has to be something else I don’t know yet.
“President Williams?” Hart asks, pushing for his input.
He takes a deep breath, as though pondering what to say. But then, uncharacteristically, he sighs it out and shrugs as though giving up on looking for a euphemism.
“Guys…” he begins, gulping hard. “We’re in trouble.”
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“What’s going on?” I ask.
The wall in front of our table, acting as a giant screen, also contains cameras. It’s relaying us in crystal-clear vision to the Vita, just like we can see Williams and Major.
“Well, first of all, huge thanks and congratulations for whatever you did in the ocean,” President Williams begins. “We don’t know what you did down there, only that it’s pissed them off. We heard from other bunkers where your plane was spotted flying overhead, to and from the coast, so we knew you made it even before Zola’s message. He sent that to us, too. But since he’s awake and talking about you getting in his way, we’re assuming you decisively stopped it?”
I nod quickly. I’m interested in hearing what’s going on now, but I guess they have to know what Driver and I found in the ocean.
“We got into the undersea structure easily enough,” I say. “It was pretty much what Shaun and the other analysts figured I should have expected to find. There was a huge tank of BioZol that was going to feed into a pipe when the countdown hit zero. The pipe ran all along the seabed, where explosives were already planted to open up the shallowest theocite deposits.”
“Like the Japanese analysts assumed from looking at the remnants of the first detonation site?” Williams interjects.
“Exactly,” I say. “But as we know, the quantity of theocite ZolaCore discovered at Site B is orders of magnitude beyond what they accessed at Site A. That’s why they called that one preliminary and this one the motherlode. And a series of BioZol-theocite reactions at the moment of combustion, on that colossal scale, is what would have eliminated life on Earth. Long story short, skipping over an accidental acceleration of the countdown and all the times we almost died, I severed the pipe. Driver got us the hell out of there, somehow, all while the pre-planted explosives went off without any BioZol reaching the theocite. There’s nothing to worry about with that. Even if the tank is damaged and the BioZol leaks out, there will be no explosive reaction. No concentrated reaction.”
“Excellent,” Major chimes in. For once, with him, there’s no but. “Really, just excellent. That’s more decisive than we could have hoped from up here. Pass my thanks to Driver. I don’t see her at the table. She is still there, isn’t she?”
“She’s outside with Laika,” I confirm.
Williams grins. “Even the parrot made it back?”
“He’s a survivor, too,” I smile in return.
The momentary levity is just that — momentary. I feel my expression sobering just as I see Williams’ do the same.
They’re still not far enough away for communications latency to be a problem, but thinking about that raises a question in my mind.
“Where are you relative to Zola and their craft?” I ask. “I know how close the station is, but did their craft keep going or has it already taken up a holding orbit? They can’t have anywhere near enough theocite to enrich their fuel for the journey to Bayzen.”
The two men, natural leaders in the Virginia bunker and now on the Vita, look at each other as if deciding who should field this.
Williams takes the weight. “We’re beyond them both,” he says. “They’re calling their craft the Balena, Italian for whale, and it stopped a lot sooner than we might have expected. They’re well beyond Zola, but still surprisingly close to Earth. It’s all relative. They could be staying close for the expected rendezvous with the station. We don’t have any idea when that might be, though, now that the planned schedule you found has already changed so many times.”
“And that’s what they’re warning us about,” Williams takes over. “They want us closer, too. They’ve told us that our current position is seen as a threat. They’ve requested for us to fall back, between the Beacon and the Balena. Effectively they want us sandwiched between Zola and their craft. But when they’ve already caused communications issues, we can’t consider letting ourselves become surrounded.”
I shake my head. I’m no military strategist, but even I can see how dangerous that could be. Where there are ZolaCore personnel there are highly likely to be ZolaCore weapons.
And even though the Vita is well armed with defensive weaponry for potential cometary threats, an attack from multiple angles would be something else.
“Did Zola send you a message about that directly from the Beacon?” I ask. “Or was it from the Balena?”
Williams raises his eyebrows and replies through gritted teeth: “Actually, Ray, it came from your old friend Steele.”
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