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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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Steele.
The name alone brings rage to the forefront of my mind. Steele, or “Mel” as she first called herself, was the ZolaCore stooge who pretended to be on my side when I finally reached someone via the Beacon’s radio after fighting to stay alive on my own.
She turned out to be a lying sack of shit, doing all she could to stop me from accessing the important data that ultimately made me aware of the planned motherlode detonation.
Once I found a reason to think my family might be in this bunker, Steele made a direct threat to kill them if I didn’t stop pushing to find the full truth of what had happened on the station and how it related to the Earth-based chaos I saw from orbit.
I knew it was an empty threat and I had no choice other than pushing on, anyway, but the fact Steele made it told me everything about who I was dealing with.
“Yeah… her,” Williams goes on. “And unlike the signals she sent to you on the station, this one doesn’t look like it’s coming from the Moon. We don’t know if she ever was there or if it was spoofed after all, but she’s now on the Balena and in charge of their messaging. You did discover she was a negotiator in her former life, after all.”
I take a second to think it all over. “So you really think there’s more chance of Zola and his goons doing something to you than to us?”
“You have defenses,” Williams replies. “Every bunker has strong surface-to-air defense systems and there would be ample time for them to automatically engage. But the bigger point is that you can’t hurt them from there. You’re not a threat. We are. That makes us a target. And although we can defend ourselves well, we just don’t know what they could throw at us. We do know what we could throw at them, but after the message Zola just delivered to you, we’re worried about a spiteful engagement. Through the anger and the bravado, he was shaken by what you’ve done, Ray.”
I stay silent, seeing that Major has something to add.
“What President Williams says is correct,” Major says. “We have to consider how desperate Zola’s situation is right now. He has no one on the surface. We have dozens of bunkers, well-stocked with hundreds of thousands of uniquely skilled and deliberately chosen inhabitants. You and your fellow survivors are where the theocite is. Sure, they found a small amount on the Moon… but the data you found shows it’s not enough to get them even a tenth as far as they want to go. And we also have this presence in space, beyond theirs. They’re sandwiched, Ray. Zola just woke up expecting to be an hour away from the final detonation, with everything going his way. Instead, he found this. He’s a cornered animal, which is why the next few minutes and hours are so fraught with risk.”
I gulp. They’re both right. “There’s not a lot we can do, though, is there? I mean, you can’t do what he asked. You have to hold your position. Maybe that’s what you should say, if there’s a two-way comms link. Maybe you should say you can’t move to a lower orbit, or at least not until after a slow reconfiguration. Have you expanded into station mode yet?”
“We’re in our initial orbital configuration,” Major says. “You wouldn’t recognize this as the craft you saw in Virginia, but we’re far from the full station mode. Everyone is still fairly cramped. You’re right, though… the enemy doesn’t need to know that. For all they know, we can’t quickly reconfigure or adjust. We haven’t sent any replies to their requests yet.”
I turn to Hart, head of this bunker. “Could we have a kind of conference call with every bunker you’re in contact with? I really want to know what everyone knows. We got important information on the few occasions we spoke to other bunkers from Virginia, but Major didn’t want to trust too many people in case there were any ZolaCore infiltrators. I don’t know about anyone else but I think we’re way past that now.”
“We’re in contact with almost every bunker,” Hart replies. “Just not the few whose infrastructure wasn’t sufficiently shielded from the targeted pulses that kicked everything off. And I think you’re right. Major?”
“It’s not up to him anymore,” I interject.
I’m not going out of my way to be rude, to either of them. I’m just not going back to the days of Clarence Major vetoing important communication.
“He’s right on both counts,” Major shrugs, taking it well. “I did what I had to do to ensure the survival of my evacuees, but it’s no longer my call to keep things in-house. And yes, more minds on this — and more data — wouldn’t be a bad thing. Elana, if you can set up a full roundtable strategy call, all hands on deck, we’ll wait for that before issuing any kind of reply. The warnings they’re giving us to change position are insistent, but they’re no stronger now than they were at first. There’s no sense of ‘do it now… or else.’ Not yet, anyway. And since it would make no sense to act rashly before we hear Zola’s demands, in any case, I think it makes all the sense in the world to confer with our allies in the meantime. I’m with Ray on that.”
I nod.
Major and I had a rocky relationship in the Virginia bunker, despite being on the same side. His priority was protecting the lives of everyone in that bunker — his bunker — whereas mine was reuniting with my family.
There was a lot of tension inherent in that, especially when he unilaterally decided to evacuate to space without waiting the few hours it would have taken a pilot to fly Eva and Joe from here in Colorado to the primary bunker in Virginia. Driver even offered to get them.
From Major’s perspective, risking the 8,000 people on Virginia’s evacuation list for the sake of two people who weren’t on it didn’t make sense. I can see that. I just felt like he never made any real effort to see my side.
It wasn’t that I thought I deserved special treatment or that my family is objectively more important than anyone else’s. It was just that the only reason anyone knew what Zola was planning with the second detonation was because I had fought so hard to bring the warning down from the station.
And the only reason I had the will and strength to fight so hard? The hope of reuniting with my family. So when they were within reach and only Major’s arbitrary decision-making stopped me from reaching them, well, I think anyone would have been pissed.
More than anything else, I’m just glad he’s not in charge down here. Elana Hart, a little younger than Major and a lot more personable, seems like an equally steady hand but with more flexibility.
“Can we get on that?” Hart says, looking away from the screen and addressing the analysts and technicians around our table. “Every bunker we can reach, and keep the line to the Vita live. We don’t want to risk another struggle establishing a connection.”
The young woman who spoke earlier, insisting the initial problem was on the Vita’s end, looks up from her computer again.
“Every bunker…” she echoes, scratching her bottom lip in thought. “Best case, we’re looking at thirty minutes to establish the connections — if everyone is available. Our systems aren’t designed for this. Virginia was the central node for conferencing and it’s been offline since they evacuated. We would have to do a lot of manual work to bring everyone together.”
“But you can do it, Sasha?” Hart asks.
The woman, Sasha, hesitates for a moment before nodding decisively. “We can. I can’t promise it’ll be before Zola gets back to us with his demands, but at least we’ll have everyone linked up to decide how to deal with whatever he says.”
“Thank you,” Hart says. “Major, keep us informed of any incoming broadcasts you receive. We’ll keep the line open, with our communications team listening in, but we’re going to cut your feed in here for now while Sasha and the others get ready for a conference.”
Major and Williams both give half-nods of acknowledgement, just before the feed cuts. It’s almost instantly replaced by a huge grid of blank squares that looks like something you might see on a regular business video call. As Sasha types away on the other side of the table, locations begin appearing under the squares.
Japan, Australia, South Africa, Brazil…
Very soon, we’re going to have input from everywhere the ERF has bunkers full of carefully chosen evacuees.
Small and sometimes indirect information exchanges with Japan and Australia moved our course forward while I was in Virginia. Back then, being in direct contact with every other bunker at once is something I would have given an arm for.
Even now, I’m definitely not giving up hope that someone, somewhere, knows something that can be tangibly helpful in protecting ourselves from whatever Zola is planning next.
Not knowing what he’s planning really is hard. In a lot of ways, it feels even worse than knowing he had laid plans for an extinction-level event with the motherlode detonation. Sure, that had us all living in a constant state of terror. And sure, stopping it felt like an impossible task.
But with my family in this bunker and Zola’s crosshairs looming, I still feel terror right now.
The big difference is that stopping an unknown threat really is impossible. It’s like a horror movie… it’s often worse to hear footsteps creaking in the dark than it is to see the killer looming towards you. At least in the light, you know which way to run.
I stand up. “Can you let me know when this is ready?” I ask, flicking my eyes between Sasha and Hart.
Sasha gives me thumbs up, barely stopping for her busy preparations.
Hart, meanwhile, looks up at me from her seat. “Of course,” she says. “And for the moment, Ray… discretion is our best move. Until we know what Zola wants, sharing a vague threat won’t help anyone.”
“I don’t want Eva to hear it from anyone else,” I reply. I’m in total agreement with Hart’s point about telling the general population, but I can’t get away from this thought.
“As long as the chain ends there,” Hart concedes.
“And Driver,” I say. “She’ll be here for the conference. Major owes her his life, and so do I.”
Hart nods. I can tell she knows I’m not trying to be difficult here. Eva has to hear it from me and Driver is our MVP, whether the others in this bunker fully understand that yet or not.
“We’ll let you know as soon as we hear anything else from Zola or as soon as the conference is ready,” Hart says. “Whichever is first.”
As I approach the door, I don’t know which I want to come first.
It’s all going to depend on what Zola’s demands actually are, and right now there’s no way of knowing.
I try to put a pin in the runaway thoughts in my mind, as it instinctively scrambles between worst-case scenarios. It’s easier to focus on something else than to try to not focus on that, so I make a conscious effort to.
Ignacio Zola is alone on the Beacon.
From that death-filled space station to the bottom of the bomb-laden ocean, Zola and his goons have thrown a lot at me. Sometimes all alone and sometimes with Driver at my side, I’ve survived every last bit of it.
I’m still standing.
This fight might not be over, but I know whose position I’d rather be in.
Because between the highly skilled populations in our dozens of ERF bunkers and the incredibly advanced Vita, for the first time since the fight began, I’m standing with an army.
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I step out of the war room and firmly close the door behind me.
There’s one ERF security guard stationed at the threshold, wearing the familiar silver uniform.
“Appreciate your work, sir,” he says, instantly sounding far more pleasant than his Virginia counterparts. I guess working under Hart instead of Major is bound to have something to do with his warmer demeanor.
“Just Ray,” I tell him.
“Harvey,” he smiles. “Anything you need, let me know.”
Hubbub is the word I’d use for the atmosphere in the bunker’s main hall.
Every part of this bunker except the equally sized war room seems like a scaled-down version of what I was used to in Virginia, but the positivity is definitely scaled up.
It’s not like a crowd is gathered right outside the war room to await my exit, but everyone starts turning as soon as I step out. Cheers go up and continue for what seems like way too long, joined by applause. Their tone is similar to the hoorays people might let out after a kid has blown out all of their birthday candles at once.
“Do you want me to lead you anywhere through the crowd, sir?” Harvey asks. “Uh, sorry… Ray.”
I look round, searching for Eva. When I was called into the war room for what we hoped would be a positive meeting, she was going to take Joe to their room to play. I’m guessing they’re still there.
Before I reply to Harvey, he raises a finger and points off to our right. “They haven’t left,” he says, bringing Joe and Eva into my focus.
Eva is sitting on a bench by the wall, next to Driver. Joe looks delighted to be making friends with Laika, who is chatting away through the bars of his travel cage. I knew they would get on well.
I thank Harvey and set off.
Everyone is so happy, just like I was before I saw Zola’s video message. I force smiles as I pass people. A few times, I have to hold out my palm and gesture towards my family as I approach, politely holding off well-wishers.
“Give him some space, people,” Harvey calls in a firm but non-threatening voice as one group momentarily blocks me.
The call alerts Eva and Driver that I’m coming. Joe is far too transfixed on Laika to notice any of it.
“What are we talking about?” I ask Eva and Driver from a few paces away, trying to keep a light tone.
When I reach them, Eva stands up straight away. Her expression changes just as fast.
“What’s wrong?” she asks, keeping her voice low to avoid startling Joe. Really, though, he’s so focused on Laika that I don’t think we could get his attention if we tried.
Driver gets to her feet too, joining us to form a tight triangle.
“Zola’s awake,” I sigh.
Driver’s eyebrows shoot halfway up her forehead. “Already?”
I gulp and force a nod. “He sent us a video message. He mentioned some of the specifics of what we did, he called me out by name, and he knows we’re all together now. He said he doesn’t need Earth’s theocite deposits anymore but can’t leave them with us. We don’t know what that means yet. Then he said he’s going to send his demands soon. We’re setting up a conference call with all the bunkers while we wait. That’s going to happen in around half an hour. His demands could come any time, before or after.”
To my surprise, Eva looks as relaxed as she did before I spoke.
“That’s all?” she asks. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Ray. Zola was hardly going to say nothing. I’ve been hearing everything you’ve done to get in his way. He’s just woken up and seen all of it… and his first instinct is to make a vague threat and tease some future demands? People in strong positions don’t act like that. His plans on Earth are in ruins and I’ll bet he wasn’t counting on us having the Vita in orbit. It sounds like he sent you a recorded tantrum, more than anything else, and now he’s buying time to think of a convincing threat.”
I exhale slowly.
Eva has never been a “positive for the sake of being positive” kind of person. She’s also got a much sharper mind than me for anything related to psychology and motivation.
I’m sure a lot of people are forgetting that she was evacuated to this bunker while I was on the Beacon because her own professional skills, as an internationally recognized expert in early childhood development, were deemed useful and important. Effectively, I’m her plus one.
“Maybe you’re right,” I say.
Even now, pregnant in a bunker beneath a ravaged world, Eva is a rock.
She puts a gentle hand on my temple and runs a finger along my hairline. “You’ve already got some sparkles from all the stress,” she grins, referencing the breakthrough grey hairs I started to notice a few days ago. “His demands will come when they come. Let’s just focus on being happy we’re together, okay? It was getting harder and harder to keep believing we would be.”
I bring her in for a long hug, which is a feeling I’ve missed more than I thought anyone could miss anything.
Over her shoulder I see the pleasant sight of Joe and Laika, blissfully ignorant of the potentially perilous situation we’re still in.
Driver’s expression, reflecting the tension I felt until Eva’s words softened my mood, is less pleasant to see. She gulps, holding my eyes.
No words are needed to convey her concern.
My mind reluctantly starts to think that Eva too, for all her wisdom and intelligence, is blissfully ignorant of just who we’re dealing with in Ignacio Zola.
She wasn’t there on the station, surrounded by death at every turn. She hasn’t flown over the landscapes ravaged by the preliminary detonation this bunker allowed her to survive. She didn’t see what his guards in New Zealand did to the Australian ERF pilot who bravely discovered their bunker’s secret location.
Driver knows who we’re dealing with, and so do I.
That’s why when Eva and I part from our hug, my smile is a lot more forced than hers is.
“We’re at a little over four months,” she says, patting her stomach.
“Four?” I echo. “I’ve only been gone for two. When did you know? Don’t tell me it was before I left…? I would never have gone.”
She shakes her head with a slight chuckle. “And I would never have let you! No… of course not. Obviously I didn’t expect it, and then with some of the things I could maybe have spotted in hindsight, I put it down to the stress of all your preparations.”
“So when did you know?” I ask.
“Your third day up there.”
I don’t know how to react. I know how not to react, at least.
There’s no way I’m going to share the painful thought in my mind: that if we’d known a few days earlier, I wouldn’t have gone to the Beacon and carried out the research that proved theocite could be harnessed — in a stable way, crucially — to massively enrich BioZol, an already powerful and easily synthesized fuel.
Zola wouldn’t have known for sure that he could use the newly discovered deposits to enable his crazed mission to Bayzen 108b. He also wouldn’t have been propelled into manic action by the knowledge that my research would be shared with the university, when a public understanding of theocite’s incredible utility would have surely led to moratoriums on excavation until countless legal and ecological issues could be settled.
In short, the world wouldn’t be in ruins.
I know this is zero percent Eva’s fault, even if I can’t so easily convince myself it’s not partly mine. I would have been very upset to learn she knew before I left, but I didn’t ever really think that would be the case. I know her too well.
In another way, though, I don’t know if I should be lamenting the fact that my work played the role it did. If it wasn’t then, it would have been later. And if it wasn’t me, it would have been someone else.
Would someone else have survived to raise the alarm of what Zola was going to do next? I wouldn’t have bet on myself when this all started. And looking back at the series of events that led me here, I definitely wouldn’t take the bet again.
These cyclical rationalizations are getting harder and harder to keep out of my mind, even though they don’t do me any good. I could really use a decompression period and probably some time talking with a professional to process everything that’s happened, along with my conflicting internal reactions to it.
People aren’t built for this kind of thing, let alone for the back-to-back-to-back escalations that have come since it all started.
“Joe wanted to ask you some things about this very special parrot,” Eva says, deliberately raising her voice to bring him into the conversation.
It has the simultaneous effect of shaking away my thoughts — not unwelcomely — and directing my attention Joe’s way.
“So many questions!” he beams with excitement, momentarily turning away from Laika.
Before I crouch down to their level, I glance back to Harvey at the war room’s door. It could swing open any second when we get word of Zola’s demands.
With Eva and Joe at my side, I’ve got the one thing I wanted for so long.
But with Zola’s spiteful threats hanging over me like the darkest of clouds, it’s all but impossible to feel present in the moment.
“It won’t be long until we know more,” Driver whispers in my ear. “And Ray… this is it. This is why you did it — all of it. You weren’t going to stop until you reached them, and here you are. But you know what I said, and you know I meant it. After what he’s done, I’m not going to stop until Zola’s dead. Whatever it takes.”
I don’t like being in Zola’s sights.
But given the intensity in Driver’s eyes and the fearless resolve she’s shown so often, I definitely don’t envy Zola for being in hers…
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Joe is a tough little guy.
I can’t imagine the nights he’s spent down here in the bunker have been comfortable, as hard as I know Eva will have tried. I figure the best her caring attention could have done was make it all feel bearable — which is no mean feat in itself.
He looks so happy with Laika, you’d think we were at home on Christmas morning.
Laika is no slouch himself in the toughness department. Aided by only the makeshift protective padding I was able to rustle up, he survived our crushing landing in the Escape Pod after a harrowing journey from the station, then later made it through an equally tumultuous return journey from the bottom of the ocean.
On both occasions, taking him with me offered his only chance of survival.
The neurological interventions Laika’s researcher made on the station have ensured he’s no ordinary bird, though, to the extent that he understood we were stepping into serious danger each time.
Even before we knew Major wasn’t going to let him board the Vita, Laika vehemently requested to come with Driver and I on our one-in-a-million mission to disarm the undersea detonation site.
Sure, he’s gotten in the way a few times. He did accidentally flush my contact lenses down the drain on the station. And yeah, he did clumsily smash Driver’s laptop near the ocean. But he’s also saved my life.
His heightened awareness and hazard perception skills got me out of what would have been a deadly situation on the station, even before we had bonded like we have now. And as his language skills continue to grow, returning towards the level we think they were at before a series of harrowingly stressful events stunted him like trauma can stunt a developing child, I think we’ve barely scratched the surface.
Within a very short time in the Virginia bunker, we learned that Laika has remarkable levels of pattern recognition. Visual retention, too.
The most impressive demonstration of a workable skill came when he showed that he can reliably tell when someone is being honest. Effectively, he’s a living breathing lie detector.
Joe has been obsessed with two things for as long as I can remember: space and animals, in that order. Meeting a talking parrot who’s lived in space is clearly his idea of a dream come true. The questions he’s firing at me show that his interest runs a lot deeper than that, though.
Already, after just minutes in Laika’s company, he knows this is no ordinary bird.
“Is Laika the only bird this smart?” Joe asks. “Or did they make more?”
“I don’t think they made him, sweetheart,” Eva answers, before looking at me. “Did they?”
I shrug. “We don’t know exactly what happened. There has been some gene modification, for sure. So this isn’t just a parrot that’s been selectively or, I dunno, eugenically bred and then very carefully raised to maximize its intelligence. He’s very special, and as far as we know he is one of a kind.”
Little Joe is nodding enthusiastically even before I finish my answer. “He’s so smart! I asked if he had any friends when he was with you in space and he said there was you — Ray Ray — and a robot. He remembers everything! And he knows so many words. He always does double names, though. Ray Ray, Joe Joe. I don’t know why.”
“It’s like he wants names to be two syllables,” Driver chimes in. “He calls me Luna and he knows that he’s Laika, with no doubling.”
“What’s syllables?” Joe asks.
He’s a pretty precocious kid and sometimes it’s hard to remember he’s only seven. He has an incredible aptitude for retaining facts about things that interest him, chiefly the aforementioned topics of animals and space. I’d really say his knowledge of some things goes deeper than most adults’, but obviously he doesn’t have the breadth yet. Like Laika, his vocabulary is always growing.
Eva quickly demonstrates, using her fingers as she speaks to show him what constitutes a syllable.
There are a few things in Joe’s quick recap that make me realize, all over again, that Laika is even smarter than I’ve already been thinking.
First, he didn’t mention his friend and former owner Leeroy Barnet, since he was dead by the time we met and Joe specifically asked about the period when Laika was with me. Secondly, the word robot isn’t one I’d expect him to know. I don’t know why Barnet would have taught him that, and I don’t think I ever used it out loud.
I always called my trusty metal companion Bex, after the Robex-2 model name. The fact Laika would refer to her as a robot shows a contextual understanding, but I think it could also reflect that he knows she is an object rather than a being and thus doesn’t get the honor of a name.
By whatever mechanisms Laika understands language so well, it’s surely going to be in a more linear way than we do. Rules like that could be more firmly established in his brain than they are in ours.
Or, I don’t know, maybe I’m the weird one for giving the robot a name in the first place.
“Oh, hey guys,” Eva suddenly says. She’s smiling widely, and when I turn around to see who’s there I find a woman with three children.
But not just any three children.
No. I’ve seen these kids before — more than once — and the last instance is burned into my mind.
When my eyes make it to their mother’s face, I vaguely recognize her, too. I haven’t seen her as many times as the kids and probably wouldn’t have made the connection without seeing them, but it’s clear as day.
“You’re Lily’s sister,” I say. “The Beacon’s Deputy Commander. You’re her sister, aren’t you?”
“You know Aunt Lily?” the older boy butts in.
“Why don’t you three play with Joe and ask if he can show you his new friend?” the woman asks. She’s eyeing me uneasily, which is probably quite understandable from her side of this.
As the kids crowd around Laika’s cage, bringing only happy calls from him, we shift away to talk out of their earshot.
“How did you know who I am?” she asks.
She sounds nervous, maybe because being related to such a high-ranking ZolaCore employee at a time like this could draw suspicion.
I knew Lily well, though, and I know that almost everyone who died on the Beacon was as oblivious to Zola’s demonic plan as I was.
“Lily showed me a lot of pictures of the kids,” I explain. “Honestly, it was pretty much all we ever talked about in the short times we had together in the Canteen or if we passed in the hallways. I always had new stories or pictures from what Joe was up to, and Lily always had something new to tell me about your three. You were in a few of the photos, too.”
“I’m Lorien,” she says, wiping away a tear. “Thank you for telling me that.”
I nod solemnly. “And I know this probably doesn’t help, but Lily was peaceful when I found her. The way things went, she was in the best place she could have been. No suffering. Oh, and this is important: if she hadn’t cared so much about these kids, there would have been a lot more suffering for everyone. Their birthdays are February, May and August, right?”
Lorien’s eyes widen. “Yes…”
“I thought so,” I say. “You see, Lily’s computer system was locked out with a twelve-digit password. I got into her phone and she had a saved password for something else that looked like three birthdays. That password got me into the system that gave me control of the Beacon. Access to the security camera footage, temperature controls, everything. Her wallpaper was a picture of the kids, so I figured that was what the password meant.”
“Wow,” Lorien says. Her face displays an understandable mix of emotions. “That’s some story to tell them when this is all over and they’re old enough to appreciate it. Seriously, thanks for telling me. That’s really nice.”
Sensing this part of our conversation is over, Eva steps in to join us. “Lorien, why don’t you tell Ray what kind of work you’re in?”
A glint appears in Lorien’s eye. “That’s why I came over, actually. I’m a professor of Animal Communication Studies, Ray. I’ve seen data from the Virginia bunker, from your friend Vicki. This bird is… well, I don’t have to tell you. But I have a device — here — that could take our understanding of what makes him so special to the next level. Laika almost feels like a missing link, or at least the missing piece of a puzzle I’ve been working on for my whole career. Even if it’s not all naturally derived, the unique workings of his brain and the ways it’s different and similar to ours and to other parrots’ could answer a lot of questions and open a lot of doors.”
Driver, who’s been listening in, now gets to her feet and joins us, too. “What kind of device?” she asks.
“Don’t put too much stock in this word,” Lorien qualifies, “but it’s effectively a translator.”
None of us say anything. Driver and I share a confused glance.
“But he can already speak English,” Driver says.
“This is more about translating thoughts and thought patterns,” Lorien explains. “It’s mainly been used on primates and I’ve never personally championed it as the breakthrough some researchers think it is. It really shows us what’s going on in the animal’s brain during vocal communication, and for Laika I think that’s going to be remarkably illuminating.”
Very quickly, I take a strong liking to Lorien. She barely seems any older than me, maybe approaching 40, but the way her own manner of speaking changes when she talks about her field of study reminds me a lot of some older colleagues I’ve known from over the years.
Things go from really nice to remarkably illuminating, depending on which mode she’s in.
She strikes me as someone who probably gets smartly dressed for work even if no one else is going to see her all day. Eva has always been the same way.
“Is it invasive?” I ask.
Lorien immediately shakes her head, so firmly that it seems like she’s almost offended I would ask. “It’s like a little helmet. I think he’ll actually like it, based on what Vicki’s notes say about how he took to the tests she carried out. We have a much larger cage, too. He needs to be free in more space than this very soon, with or without any more tests.”
“Okay,” I decide. “You can do whatever he’s up for.”
Lorien calls her children aside, opening a clear path to Laika.
“This is Lorien,” I tell him. “She wants to play with you and do some tests. Like Vicki did. Remember Vicki?”
“Squawk! Laika like Vicki. Where… is Vicki?”
“Incredible,” Lorien mutters under her breath. “It’s like she said… real conversation.”
“Vicki isn’t here right now,” I tell Laika. “Lorien is going to take you to a fun new room. Okay?”
“Ray Ray come with Laika?”
“Not just now, buddy,” I reply.
“Luna come with Laika?” he asks, turning to Driver. “Laika safe with Luna.”
“Just remarkable,” Lorien says to herself.
“I have to stay with Ray, little dude,” Driver says. “Laika is safe with Lorien, though. She’s our friend, too.”
“Lorien new,” Laika counters. His attempt at saying Lorien comes out as a very disyllabic Lor-yen, but it’s more than clear enough. So is the other half of his sentence, with one word — new — conveying that he’s hesitant to be left with someone he doesn’t know yet.
“You’re safe with me, Laika,” Joe excitedly chimes in.
“Yes. Squawk. Safe with Joe Joe!”
Joe turns back to me and Eva. Or, to be honest, squarely to Eva. “Can I go with him?”
“Sure, if it’s okay with Lorien,” Eva replies. She obviously knows her pretty well, having already known what kind of work she was in, and it seems like Joe has already made friends with the kids.
“We’ll all go,” Lorien says to them. “My lab isn’t far, Eva knows where,” she then says to me, picking up the cage to Laika’s delight.
“Lorien like Laika?” he asks. “Laika good boy.”
Lorien chuckles as they set off.
“She and her husband have been great with Joe,” Eva says. “Godsends, the pair of them. He’s happy playing with the kids.”
“Where’s the husband?” I ask.
Eva points back towards the war room, where I see Harvey the security guard wave when he sees us looking.
“Two of the security guards for this bunker didn’t make their evacuation flight,” Eva says. “Harvey is a roofer by trade but he’s worked a lot of security jobs on the side. I think that probably factored in to them making the list and it’s paying off now. Not many people are really working down here, but he’s at that door ten hours a day.”
“It’s a small world down here,” I muse, pondering all the social connections I’ve made in the last few minutes.
“But anyway,” Eva goes on, changing tone very noticeably. “I want to come in when you have the next meeting. It’s hard being out here, waiting for a rundown. If we’re going to have to make any decisions, we have to make them together.”
“It can get pretty rough in there,” Driver advises her. “Everything is always on the table and a lot of it is grim.”
“So is the whole situation,” Eva counters.
Driver shrugs. She was clearly only making sure Eva knew what to expect, rather than trying to talk her out of it.
I’m not too concerned about what Eva might see or hear. She’s made of tough stuff and has an academic background that’s exposed her to a lot, and I can’t argue with her point about us having to start making decisions as a couple.
If anything grotesque comes on the screen, like the video from New Zealand that I couldn’t bring myself to watch, I will firmly suggest that we both leave, given Eva’s circumstances that make too much stress very inadvisable.
For the most part, though, I don’t foresee any real negative to having Eva with me in there.
“We might as well go in now, if Joe is happy and okay with Lorien,” I say. “Especially since it’s Harvey on the door… he could tell us if they need anything. It shouldn’t be long until the conference call is ready.”
Before either Eva or Driver can reply, a male voice booms from behind me:
“Mr. Barclay… before you go?”
I turn around. And when I do, I’m looking at just about the last person I expected to see down here.
Lorien’s secondary connection to ZolaCore via her sister was one thing, and it was weaker than my own. After all, I was employed on the station.
But the man I’m looking at right now, after something I discovered on the station, feels far too close to Zola himself.
I’m so shocked to see him — uncomfortably so — that I can’t hide it. My voice is loud enough to draw some attention and I don’t think my tone helps:
“What the hell are you doing here?”
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Logan Conlan.
Of all the people to be in an emergency bunker that’s kept its inhabitants safe from Ignacio Zola’s dastardly plans, why is his biographer and public associate here?
And am I going crazy, or should more people recognize him?
Granted, he’s fresh in my mind because he was credited with a psychological evaluation of Zola I found on the station. And granted, the media appearances they made together were almost a decade ago, when the biography came out.
But Zola has always been so rarely seen on TV or anywhere else, those appearances made a real mark in the public zeitgeist. I can’t understand why Conlan is walking around unquestioned like this.
More to the point, I’m concerned that he is.
I’m concerned because his analysis of Zola was more recent — four or five years ago, judging by the passport-style photo attached to it. His work appeared in an in-house document. That wasn’t just a work-for-hire co-writing deal like the book, either. It was a clear professional engagement with ZolaCore.
I found psychological reports on every worker on the station. That was how I learned Steele was lying to me about her identity and her role, for one thing, but there was also a fairly extensive report on me. Worst of all, my file included very recent photographs taken at my home in Salt Lake City.
If Conlan was working so closely with Zola as recently as that, we have a big problem.
Or he has a big problem, now that I know he’s here.
“I’m here for the same reason as everyone else,” Conlan says, holding out his hands, palms down, in an understandable bid to calm my edgy demeanor. “The list makers thought my professional skills could contribute. It’s nothing to do with any bygone associations, if that’s what’s troubling you.”
“You’re damn right it’s troubling me,” I snap back. I’m aware enough to keep my volume down this time, but I make no effort to fake a relaxed tone.
Driver and Eva are looking on uneasily. I don’t know how much they know. Our analysts in Virginia and presumably here have seen all of the documents, but I haven’t actually spoken to anyone about relatively small details like the psych reports.
With Conlan in front of me, though, this doesn’t feel like a small detail anymore.
“I haven’t met Zola for four and a half years, okay?” Conlan says. “My being here has nothing to do with him. Well, admittedly, the book did raise my profile. But that’s all. We worked together on the biography and he appreciated my discretion on a lot of things. I’ve been shown the documents you found on the Beacon. I can assure you… the only report I had ever seen before was the one I wrote: Zola’s. He was under major corporate pressure to submit to an independent analysis. Obviously we’d had a working relationship in the past, but we weren’t friends. The investors pressuring him were satisfied by my professional reputation and I was the only psychologist he would talk to. That’s all there was to it.”
He’s convincing, but then a clinical psychologist would be.
“What was that about discretion?” Driver asks, stepping closer as she speaks. “Zola told you more than you were allowed to put in the book or talk about in public?”
“Naturally,” Conlan shrugs. “That’s very normal. Some of what I included in the report wasn’t in the book, for instance. The elements about his motivations for striving to leave Earth, for instance, and the crushing guilt he felt over his brother’s death. Zola was never supposed to see the report, but, I mean, he is who he is. He saw it, and he gave me a call. He said he was personally saddened that I speculated in the way I did, which he saw as unnecessary, but he didn’t deny any of it. He actually told me more, knowing I wouldn’t be doing any more reports and that I’d know better than to say anything publicly.”
None of us say anything.
Conlan turns back to me. “And that’s why I wanted to talk to you while I have the chance. I know more about Ignacio Zola than anyone else in this bunker. Possibly more than anyone else on the planet. If he’s still alive on that station and we have to deal with him at some point, I believe I might have something to contribute in interpreting his words and actions. I knew he was broken and I knew his drive to leave Earth was consuming him from the inside. No one could have foreseen anything on this scale, or so soon, but I knew he was working on more than he let on.”
“And you kept it to yourself?” Driver pushes.
“I didn’t suspect anything,” Conlan replies, not sounding overly defensive. “I’m just telling you that I could see he was being secretive. That’s no surprise, is it? He’s famous for keeping himself to himself. And yes, I kept some things to myself — like what he told me about his brother and his father during our last call. But at the end of that call, he made an entirely unveiled threat against my aunt and uncle. They’ve since died, of natural causes, but he knew they were the only family I had and he knew that was how to get to me. I might not have quite as much reason to despise him as you do, but he made a direct threat to the only people I truly cared about. In case the words weren’t enough, he had someone send me photographs from inside their house and car. When they died, I received similar photographs from inside my own house. I’ve lived in fear for years because of that man. For you to think I’m on his side in any way is just salt in the wound.”
I take a slow breath. “I’m sorry,” I say. I don’t add anything else right away, because an apology followed by a but is no apology at all.
“Not at all. I can understand why you would be shocked to see me here after what you saw,” Conlan says, taking that thought from the tip of my tongue. “It’s the same reason you were forcibly detained when you first landed in Virginia, when you came down in a ZolaCore craft and stepped out in a ZolaCore pressure suit. Connection to his name is a stain — we both know that.”
“He’s awake now and he sent a threatening message,” I reveal. “You should be able to see it. Or if the screens are busy getting ready for the conference call we’re about to have with the other bunkers and the Vita, I’ll make sure you see a transcript now and the video as soon as possible. He said he’ll be in touch soon with his demands. Eva thinks he’s overplaying his hand, but she hasn’t seen it yet, either. It would be good to get both of your opinions on his body language.”
“I agree,” Eva says.
I turn to Driver. She stares at Conlan, studying his face. She’s slow to trust, as I saw myself, which is usually no bad thing. We might not have a lot of time here, though.
Before long, she nods curtly and looks at me. “Okay, he’s good.”
“Follow me,” I say, turning to set off for the war room.
As soon as I do, I see Harvey looking in as the door opens. Elana Hart, the bunker’s Senior Coordinator, whispers something in his ear and he immediately points our way.
Hart then beckons me forward. I mouth the word “Zola?”, to which she shakes her head and raises a telephone hand gesture to her ear.
“It’s not him yet,” I say, in case the others haven’t clicked on that yet. “You should all still come, though. We need to bring everyone together and think about what we can do.”
“Did you want it to be Zola first?” Eva asks.
I hesitate. “I honestly don’t know,” I say. “It all depends on what he’s going to demand, and the message could still arrive at any minute…”
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“Looks like you already cleared things up with Ray?” Hart asks Conlan as we reach the door. Her eyes flick to mine.
“He did,” I reply on Conlan’s behalf. “We’re all in this together.”
“All of us,” Hart emphasizes with a smile. She holds out a hand to beckon us inside, making an effort to explicitly include Eva in the invitation.
“Could we quickly get a transcript of Zola’s first message, so these three can catch up?” I ask.
Hart nods. “Of course. I’ll have Sasha place it on the table wherever you sit.”
I know that means it will be digitally imposed on the table, which has the ability to display a different screen at each seating place. If my brain is skipping over a lot of the impressive things about this huge underground facility — least of all that its existence was completely secret until a week ago — it’s only because I got all the initial awe out of the way in Virginia.
When I step inside, the many columns and rows of squares I saw on the huge wall earlier are now filled with representatives of each bunker.
As before when I spoke to Major and Williams on the Vita, these people can see us via the wall’s cameras, too.
My old bunker-mates from Virginia were pleased to see me safe and well, but they didn’t give me a reception quite like this.
Like Driver and I are stepping onto a stage to receive an award, rather than stepping in to a war room for what will hopefully be a hugely worthwhile virtual conference, the people on the other side of the cameras greet us with loud and sustained applause.
When it eventually stops, Hart gives a signal for the volume to be cut. Young Sasha, whose role reminds me a lot of Shaun’s in the Virginia bunker, seems to be in control of that. I see small Mute symbols appear in each of the circles.
I don’t know how this is all going to play out, but if it’s anything like group video calls I’m used to from regular life, one square might fill the screen when someone is talking and then change to show someone else when it’s appropriate.
There’s one empty seat on the near side of the table, at the best angle for the huge screen. I pull it out for Eva, who clearly needs it most, then stand behind her with Driver and Conlan.
Hart asks Sasha to send us a transcript, as promised, and it’s on the table in front of Eva within no more than ten seconds.
She, Driver and Conlan quickly look down to take it all in.
I don’t bother reading it. I know what Zola said, and seeing it again in black and white isn’t going to do me any good.
“Thank you all for being here,” Hart says, clearly in charge of proceedings. “We’re going to run through everyone and ask for any pertinent information or thoughts you might have regarding the video message you’ve now seen, as well as general insights on the situation we face. But first of all I want to invite the ERF Vita’s Senior Coordinator, Clarence Major, to share an update on their contact with the ZolaCore’s Balena spacecraft.”
Like clockwork, thanks to Sasha’s timely computer controls, a feed from the Vita fills the screen. I didn’t notice if it was there among all the other feeds at small size — there were too many to take them all in so quickly — but I’m glad to see we still have a connection.
Major and Williams aren’t alone this time, either. Lindell and Isaac, who helped so much with our contact lenses and robotic assistance in Virginia, flank them at either side. Shaun from the old war room is there, too, no doubt because he always has such a firm grasp of information collated from countless sources.
Before anything gets started, Isaac leans forward and talks louder than necessary into their microphone.
“Does anyone know if there’s a Clara Hargreaves in any of your bunkers?” he asks. “She didn’t make it to Virginia, which is the list we were on, but I know some people were let into the wrong bunkers. She’s my wife. I’m here with our daughter.”
No one says anything.
I can’t blame Isaac for taking his chance to ask, even though Major doesn’t look too pleased with him. I remember being awed by his strength during the time we spent together in Virginia, where he did so much crucial work while also keeping his daughter smiling in what was an even harder situation for them than everyone else.
“Uh, Ms. Hart, I’m going to unmute everyone,” Sasha says. “You could tell them not to talk out of turn. Otherwise we’re not going to hear right away if someone has something important to say.”
Hart gives a silent thumbs up.
Really, Isaac’s question is only relevant to the dozen or so other American bunkers and quite likely only those in the eastern half of the country.
Several voices reply with comments like “we’ll look into it,” and “I’ll find out for you as quickly as I can.” With thousands of people in each bunker it’s more than understandable for their Senior Coordinators not to know everyone.
“Thank you,” Isaac said. “Forgive the interruption. I just have to know.”
“Isaac…” I say, stepping in with an interjection of my own.
“Hey, man,” he replies. “Nice work down there. And I hear the bird made sure you had to do it without the robot!”
I force a smile. What I’m going to say is positive, but I feel nothing but sadness for him. “Yeah. But listen… when we were flying here from the coast, we made direct sightings of encampments and saw messages on the ground. People have survived out there, and not just a few. I’m just saying: even if these guys come back with bad news, you’re not out of hope. You’ve got a reason to keep believing.”
Eva puts a hand on my shoulder. “Ray is living proof of that,” she says to Isaac. “I didn’t think it was possible. I had every reason to think it wasn’t… but here he is.”
“Eva!” Isaac smiles widely, realizing now who’s sitting in front of me. “There’s a sight for sore eyes. Ray never gave up on you, either, even when certain people made it harder for you to reunite than it had to be.”
Major doesn’t react much, probably because Isaac didn’t directly call him out, but those of us who know what happened can read the subtext.
“Let’s get to it, shall we?” Major eventually says, breaking a brief silence.
Our all-hands-on-deck conference hasn’t gotten off to the start anyone would have expected, but Major is only too keen to get back on track.
“We haven’t heard anything else from the Balena,” he says. “We haven’t observed any noticeable changes in its orbit or configuration, and we haven’t made any changes to our own. What we have done is taken the liberty of listing some priority discussion points, on which we hope various locations can give further insight. Elana, may I?”
“Knock yourself out,” Hart replies.
It’s very like Major to take over a discussion like this, but Hart seems okay with it and I am too — so long as he pursues useful lines of inquiry.
“Thank you,” Major says. “Now… first up. Is anyone in the vicinity of the Atlantic coast willing and able to check on the BioZol tank at the detonation site, and to safely drain it if it remains intact?”
“That’s not a concern,” I butt in. “Didn’t I tell you that? BioZol on its own is just fuel. There are massive storage sites all over the world, hundreds of times bigger than that tank. I told you: the theocite is in the seabed and the BioZol wasn’t injected at the time of combustion, so the catastrophic reaction couldn’t happen. It still can’t. You could drop a bomb on the tank right now and it would be far less damaging than dropping one on a fuel storage site anywhere on land. If the theocite isn’t explosively disturbed at the same time, it’s not a big factor. Believe me, Major. Of all the things we have to worry about, that’s not one.”
“Are the rest of these discussion points more pertinent?” Hart sighs, seemingly second-guessing her decision to give Major the floor to open proceedings.
Poker faced as ever, Major appears unruffled before launching into his second question: “What can anyone tell me about the status of the theocite Zola did explosively disturb, at Site A in the North Pacific? Do we have definitive intelligence as to whether or not their planned excavation took place after the detonation? Do we know where the theocite is now?”
Now that is a pertinent concern.
As I wait eagerly for someone to speak up, I consider that this is likely to be the first time Major has been in touch with any of the other bunkers since launching in the Vita.
The Virginia bunker he left behind was a crucial communications node, designed only to be evacuated in times of true emergency and then to fully shut down upon emptying.
If Major had been able to talk to the other bunkers before now, he would have asked this already and would know the answer.
“Japan can confirm that,” Hart says, signaling for Sasha to increase the Japanese representative’s square to full size.
Hart’s tone makes it sound like she already knows the answer to this, and I suppose she didn’t mention it earlier for the same reason I didn’t ask about it: because something more immediate was dominating our attention, in the shape of Zola’s early reawakening and threatening message.
I’m extremely keen to hear what the Japanese delegate has to say, because a large quantity of mined theocite is a far cry from a tank of BioZol. By any measure, it most definitely is something worth worrying about. Any explosives occurring on or around the exposed theocite would be massively amplified, especially if a particularly combustible fuel source like BioZol was involved.
The worst case scenario would be if ZolaCore operatives successfully excavated Site A’s theocite after the first detonation but didn’t move it to New Zealand before the Balena’s expedited evacuation of their compound. If that’s the case, we absolutely will have to deal with the theocite, wherever it is, before Zola can use its presence as a bargaining chip by threatening to target it from orbit.
My understanding is that every ERF bunker is equipped with significant surface-to-air missile defenses, but that wouldn’t offer any help if the theocite is nowhere near a bunker. The worldwide fallout of the undersea detonations at Site A shows how destructive theocite explosions can be if the right — or wrong — kind of reaction is initiated.
The BioZol reactions in those detonations only occurred within the very top layer of theocite. Once that was unlocked, Zola’s team planned to use more conventional excavation methods for the deeper deposits they had identified from their next-generation penetrative scans.
If those full deposits were targeted in a concentrated and deliberately reactive blast, we could conceivably be looking at something even more destructive than the extinction-level reaction Driver and I just prevented in the Atlantic Ocean.
Sure, ZolaCore’s scans identified a much smaller total quantity of mineable theocite at Site A. But hitting all of that, post excavation, would be worse than hitting a smaller surface-level proportion of the overall larger deposits at Site B.
It feels like I’ve been pondering this for minutes when I see the Japanese delegate finally open his mouth to answer. In reality I know that only a few moments have passed with the speed of my runaway thoughts distorting my perception.
In perfect and barely accented English, the man speaks calmly despite the content of his answer. The context of an answer I wish I wasn’t hearing:
“Well, my friends,” he begins. “To that question, the answer is not good…”





8

“ZolaCore’s excavation of Site A’s theocite deposits was successful,” the Japanese delegate continues. “We lost many scouting drones, all destroyed during the period of excavation by anti-surveillance technologies in the area. We sent our footage from before the excavation, and it was received in Virginia as soon as Senior Coordinator Major decided to allow limited communications.”
The scorn in the guy’s voice is completely unmissable, and just as understandable.
I don’t like what I’m hearing, but he hasn’t gotten to the most telling part yet: where the mass of excavated theocite is now.
He goes on: “Based upon the list of scheduled stages Mr. Barclay discovered on the Beacon, I at first believed that the theocite excavated after the preliminary detonation would be used to enhance the power of the motherlode detonation, granting ZolaCore access to the much deeper and richer deposits at Site B. Some of our personnel believed otherwise, thinking that the initial plunder would be taken to space, free from the reach of the motherlode detonation.”
I keep listening, along with everyone.
“That school of thought then branched again,” he said. “One idea was that it would later be used to assist in the motherlode excavation process, with smaller targeted blasts to allow the miners deeper and deeper access into the deposits in the days after the detonation. Others believed the first theocite would be taken to space and kept there, to ensure Zola could utilize at least that much even if the motherlode detonation was a complete failure — by way of unforeseen complications or a miscalculation which might have created a cascading detonation to leave nothing salvageable.”
This dude is thorough, if nothing else. I’ll certainly give him that. To be honest I also feel like giving him a little nudge in the direction of hurrying up, but it seems like he’s almost there. He’s a good speaker, too, as evidenced by the fact no one else has interjected to push for a headline-only version of his statements.
“Ultimately, after their successful excavation, the ZolaCore operative also succeeded in launching their mined theocite into orbit, in a craft which we believe has docked with the Balena. They have the theocite.”
Despite how he’s framed all of this, my instinctive reaction is one of considerable relief. A best-case scenario might have been that they hadn’t managed to excavate the theocite at all before the order to evacuate Earth came in, but the distinction between that and what happened is marginal compared to the difference between that and if the deposits had been left behind on Earth. This is regrettable. That would have been immediately concerning.
“Thank you for that,” Hart says. “But unless I’m missing something, what can they do with that theocite? I thought it was nowhere near enough to take them to Bayzen. Just… not even close. Isn’t that what we’ve been thinking?”
Hart turns directly to me. Because everyone else can see that, they all quietly await my answer, too.
“It is,” I reply. “It could be more than we thought, though. And the deposits they’ve identified on the Moon could be richer than we thought, too. There’s no absolute guarantee that the documents I found about all of that in Vinner’s lab contained the most up-to-date data available. And remember, at one point there were no known theocite deposits anywhere. The theocite didn’t appear because ZolaCore looked for it, it just became visible because their methods became more advanced. They could have refined the scanning process and discovered more. It’s just like Bayzen 108b wasn’t always visible. You don’t necessarily find more by searching longer, but you can often see more by searching better.”
“That’s what you think?” Hart asks. Her tone is neutral, neither doubtful nor supportive. “You think they have more than we thought?”
I shrug. “I think they could. For a different route to the same destination, their methods might have just underestimated the depth or richness of the deposits. Judging how much was beneath the seabed with the technology they have might have been like trying to judge the height of a redwood by looking up from the base. The accuracy of our tree judgement would be limited by our visual and mental abilities to gauge the scale, just like the accuracy of their scanning technology might have been limited by effectively untested and uncalibrated instrumentation. We don’t know. But now that we know they got Site A’s theocite onto the Balena, Zola’s comment about not needing Earth’s remaining deposits could suggest they really do have what they need.”
“Between Site A and the Moon?” Major asks. He’s stopped talking by the time Sasha switches the screen to his square, once again coming through with very little communications delay due to the Vita’s continued relative proximity to Earth.
“Maybe even just Site A,” I shrug. “I don’t know anything about the lunar deposits. Does anyone?”
Wisely, Sasha returns the view to the multi-square arrangement we started with. This lets us see who’s talking… or at least it would, if anyone was.
“Does anyone even have any insight into the broader question around ZolaCore’s supposed lunar presence?” Hart asks. “We all know that analysis of the communications signal Ray connected to on the Beacon suggests that it came from the far side of the Moon. Even if the signal was relayed to protect the real location, there would have to be something there for them to bounce it off.”
A woman in a square to the left raises her hand, signaling an intent to speak.
“Scotland,” Hart says to Sasha, who didn’t spot this one. Like Shaun did in Virginia, she’s having to take in a lot at once and is doing a good job.
The delegate from the ERF’s Scottish bunker speaks just as her square begins to fill the screen: “We have a former ZolaCore employee here who says he heard rumors, from people who would know, that they were working on a lunar lander in New Zealand. Everyone thought it was to test controls and functionality for asteroid mining missions, which Zola has very openly been pursuing for a long time. He didn’t see it with his own eyes, but he says it was an open secret when he worked there. Incidentally, the secret space research facility where he was based is at the same site as their bunker. If Senior Coordinator Major had informed us he was looking for an underground ZolaCore facility in that part of the world, we could have given him the location in a heartbeat.”
Major is taking a few hits from all angles now, and he really has had it coming. He’s always going to say that keeping things close to his chest was his best way of ensuring the safety of his bunker’s inhabitants, but I’m clearly not alone in feeling that he shouldn’t have acted like it was only about them.
Everything would have been easier if he had dialed down the paranoia and let the brilliant minds across our many bunkers work together, instead of stubbornly going it alone like we did in Virginia.
“That’s good info,” I say. “How long ago did your guy leave ZolaCore?”
“Just over four years ago,” the Scottish woman replies. “He was in New Zealand until then. I can bring him in, or you can talk once this conference is over. He’s been on the inside. Now that we know what we do, thanks to what you found, he thinks it’s conceivable they could have landed something on the moon in the interim.”
“But surely not large-scale mining equipment?” I reply. “Not unnoticed. Maybe they just left something behind while they did a small test landing. Is that what your guy thinks?”
She shrugs. “I haven’t spoken to him in detail about that. He has described the general levels of technology ZolaCore had at its disposal, though, even a few years ago. He mentioned visual shielding and other anti-detection measures, and the term mind-blowing came up more than once. He left ZolaCore when he moved back to Scotland for family reasons, on good terms but under watertight NDAs and with some less official ‘nudges’ making sure he didn’t reveal anything he shouldn’t. Obviously none of that matters anymore and he’s more than willing to tell us everything he knows.”
All I can do is nod. “I might need to talk to that guy soon. What’s his name and what does he do now?”
“Lewis Cameron,” she says. “He owned a private aviation firm until all of this went down. There’s less damage outside there than here, obviously, due to where the preliminary detonation hit, but it’s still almost unimaginably quiet. Barren, really. We don’t know what’s left.”
I make a mental note to remember Lewis Cameron.
“And one more thing, Ray… Lewis also heard rumors — less firm, because he thinks this would have been more tightly controlled — that ZolaCore was working on a larger and versatile manned craft. Not on the scale of the Balena…. much more maneuverable. The rumors were that it could land directly on the lunar surface, or the surface of large asteroids, while also being capable of docking with another craft or station. Given the mining applications we know Zola has been interested in for so long, a lot of that comes together to make a coherent picture. Don’t you think?”
“Absolutely. Thanks for bringing all of this up. And do any other bunkers have anyone who has identified themselves as former ZolaCore workers in a relevant field?”
A loud voice yells out as soon as I get the question out, but it’s not coming from the room’s unseen speakers.
“Ms. Hart!” Sasha calls from the other side of the table. “Ms. Hart!”
“Yes?” Hart says.
Sasha gulps. “It’s in. We have a new message from Zola. I think he’s ready with his demands.”
“Put it up,” Hart requests urgently.
Seconds later, his face fills the wall, replacing all the friendly delegates from a moment earlier. The video is paused.
I gulp and put an arm around Eva as Sasha hits play.
Well, here it comes…
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“It really didn’t have to be like this,” Zola begins. Again, he’s addressing us from the familiar backdrop of his room on the Beacon. “That’s what frustrates me most of all, Ray.”
In the short silences Zola leaves between sentences, which is a habit I’ve always noticed from his rare public appearances, you really could hear a pin drop.
“If your world was a more rational place, I wouldn’t have had to take the actions I did,” he goes on. “My hand was forced. My path to a new world didn’t have to go through yours. I would have been happy for my chosen few to leave you in peace — but you wouldn’t have let me. My years on Earth have shown me time and again that the lie you call society is a perverse inversion of nature, allowing the weak to curtail the strong at every turn. We discovered theocite. We developed the extraction process. We funded the development of BioZol and the enrichment process, on the space station we created. Long before that, we began work on the Balena while you abandoned space research in favor of pointless political wars and decadent welfare spending. You did this to yourselves.”
As if I didn’t know it already, Zola has gone way off the deep end.
I don’t know if the shock of waking up and seeing how much we’ve derailed his plan has made him even more crazy, but it seems like it might have.
Briefly, I glance to Logan Conlan. He knows Zola better than any of us, having spent a lot of private time with him and having written a detailed psychological analysis.
To say Conlan’s face looks troubled would be an understatement.
“I’m not an evil man,” Zola says, leaving an extra long gap after this statement as though keen for us to linger on it. “I simply have a duty to my chosen few to enable them to reach a better world. I have a duty to the human species as a whole to enable them to reach their true potential, unbound by the petty restrictions and needless obstacles to progress that you have entrenched within your systems of living. I have no charge to defend myself against, but I want it to be known that the deaths caused by our detonations were collateral. We didn’t go out of our way to cause destruction. Well, other than the relatively minor events we initiated to cloud what we were doing at Site A and to enable an unencumbered selective evacuation to the Balena’s launch site.”
Relatively minor? I suppose in a truly literal sense, the worldwide carnage that preceded the detonation at Site A was relatively minor in relation to that detonation.
But the chaos I saw from the station, when I found downloaded video broadcasts from before the communications blackout, was apocalyptic in itself.
Somehow, Zola triggered massive tectonic and volcanic activity that looked natural when it was anything but.
I felt like I was watching the climactic scenes of a disaster movie… and all of that was before the detonations that flattened a huge portion of the planet — even rendering ERF bunkers unsurvivable in the areas closest to Site A.
The way Zola can casually dismiss it all is genuinely sickening. I’ve seen what he did, up close and personal, so I already knew only too well that he is a monster in a man’s body. But there’s something about seeing and hearing him discussing his actions, in such an unflustered manner, that makes it all hit even harder.
“The theocite deposits are rightfully ours,” he continues. “But already, moves were afoot to prevent us from claiming them. Such is the way of a broken society. As I said, my hand was forced to excavate quickly. And everything was going well… until the hands of my terrestrial commanders were forced into ordering an early planetary evacuation. Our plan was detailed and it was running smoothly — until someone got in the way.”
There are no dropping pins to be heard, but the room remains so silent during this momentary pause that I hear several people gulp.
“I was in suspended animation,” Zola says, “as you all know, but I’ve since seen the wonderful footage of my security team giving your intruder his just desserts. I would say, ‘let that be a lesson to the rest of you,’ but we’re past all of that now. Your pilot was uninvited in New Zealand, where my chosen few were being readied for their voyage to the new world. Fortunately, our important human seeds were unharmed and now rest easily on the Balena. Unfortunately, some mistakes were made during the rushed evacuation. And that’s where my promised demands come in. I trust Ray Barclay is receiving this message. If not, you’ll want to bring it to his attention. The clock is already ticking.”
For no reason beyond unshakeable instinct, everyone in the room turns to look at me.
I notice the movement of their heads but don’t really register any gazes, already feeling the full weight and pressure of Zola’s.
This gap is the longest yet, and that’s definitely not just the impression I get from the unbearable tension skewing my perception.
Zola is making me wait. Making me squirm. And the dastardly grin on his face tells me he’s loving every second of it.
“I trust you’ve seen my previous message by now, too, Ray. I said I would prefer to break you than kill you, and I meant every word. You see, you are special to me. Aside from my precious seeds for the new world, I don’t often care about people. I don’t love… I don’t hate… I don’t care. But then there’s Ray Barclay. Then there’s a man who was invited onto my station — invited into my house — and proceeded to act in the way he did. Blowing off doors and stealing equipment. I expected more.”
I’m glad this isn’t a two-way call, because I wouldn’t even know where to start replying to him.
How could I respond to these ramblings about the way I acted on the station, when I emerged from my lab to find everyone else dead and did everything I could to stay alive?
Zola is a frighteningly intelligent guy, as evidenced by all kinds of successes he’s achieved, but it’s like there’s something genuinely broken in his mind. How else could he gloss over the part where I was supposed to die, too, and only survived due to his saboteur’s momentary oversight? How can he frame it like I woke up one morning, feeling especially ungrateful, and started pillaging and wrecking stuff left, right and center?
“I expected better from my men on the ground in New Zealand, too,” he goes on, “but regret will not undo their mistakes. They’ve already been punished, but in a broader analysis it’s very clear that those mistakes were made because of you, Ray. Your interventions and obstructions caused them to act in haste… and most regrettably, it caused them to leave behind something I needed for the new world. Something I still need, and something that you’re going to bring to me.”
I feel my throat tighten. Every breath suddenly feels like a challenge.
“My understanding of the full situation has changed since my first message, Ray,” Zola continues. “At that point I had just woken up and I had just been briefed on the main developments. Much of it came as quite a shock, as I’m sure you can imagine. I knew we had the theocite from Site A safely aboard the Balena. You’ll be delighted to hear it was a richer lode than we expected, incidentally. Combined with other sources we can tap into, we now have what we need for the journey without having to worry about Site B or any other terrestrial deposits. Well, as I said, I would naturally worry about leaving those deposits within your reach, but that’s an issue for later. For now, I need you to bring me what was erroneously left behind in New Zealand.”
“I’ll go,” Driver mutters in the silence.
Several people turn to face her. I don’t.
“You have 24 hours to reach our facility and broadcast a message to signal your arrival,” Zola states. “Once contact is established, ongoing communication will be directed solely to the New Zealand facility. You caused this problem, Ray, and I’m giving you the chance to solve it. It has to be you. I understand that previous orders sent to your own evacuation craft from the Balena have been ignored. Those orders weren’t mine, and they’re not even a secondary concern. But this order is mine, and I will consider it an unforgivable sign of personal disrespect if you decline to follow through on it. The final part of my message, stressing the importance of following my instructions, will arrive elsewhere in a matter of minutes, assuming you’re watching this right away. If you’re watching this late, you’ll already know that I’m serious.”
I gulp.
“To be clear: this isn’t a peace offering, Ray. This is no promise that things will work out for everyone else if you do what I need you to. The web you’ve weaved leaves no easy way out, and you have no one to blame for that but yourself. All this is, really, is a simple request from someone holding more cards than you realize. You don’t want to force my hand any more than you already have. And in case it needs to be said, for everyone listening: any kind of attack or incursion on the Balena or this station, whether by bombardment, personnel or even the puny robot you used to sneak around while I was in my chamber, will be the worst and last mistake you ever make. The final part of this message should be enough to convince you of that.”
I’m completely stunned by what Zola has proposed, but the immediate timeframe of another so-called message, especially given the way he framed it, is chilling.
“Contact me from New Zealand within 24 hours and await your instructions,” he reiterates, raising his eyebrows before morphing his expression into an incongruous smile. “From there, I’ll see you here.”
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“I’ll take you,” Driver says, breaking a lingering silence that follows the end of Zola’s incredible message. “If you want to go, I’ll take you.”
She already interjected during the broadcast to offer to go to New Zealand and get whatever Zola claims was left behind in the rushed evacuation, but that was before he explicitly spelled out that it has to be me.
“You can’t be serious,” Major’s voice booms. We can’t see him yet, with the final frame of Zola’s video still on the screen, but the voice is unmistakable.
Barely a few seconds after the silence is pierced, a cacophony of voices fills the room. None are from anyone actually in the room, but rather all come from our bunker delegates around the world.
Sasha returns the screen to its previous view of multiple squares, allowing us to see the animated reactions coming in.
“Mute everyone, and us,” Hart requests. As soon as she gives the order, Sasha acts on it.
Silence once more.
“I think you have to go,” Eva says after a few seconds. She turns her head to look up at me from the chair in front.
I’m so shocked by her reaction, I don’t even have one of my own.
“I’ll take you,” Driver reiterates.
“I really think there is something there that he needs,” Conlan chimes in. “I also don’t think he’s bluffing about the level of retaliation that would occur if we strike against the Beacon or the Balena. From my time with Zola and from public information about the kind of security features he has used in various locations, I know how spiteful he is. He does a lot to keep himself safe and just as much to make sure anyone who might harm him would suffer twice as much.”
“How sure are you he’s being real about the thing in New Zealand?” Driver asks.
Conlan inhales slowly. “Quite sure. That’s my professional and personal opinion on what he just said and how he said it, particularly when we consider the difference in content between his first and second broadcasts. I think his staff in New Zealand really did leave behind something that’s very important to him. And I don’t know about anyone else, but I think anything that’s so important to him could be of great benefit to us. Depending on the nature of what he’s talking about, it could have clear utility. Or at the very least, possessing it could give us considerable leverage.”
“Leverage for what, exactly?” Hart asks him.
“I don’t know,” Conlan admits. “He talked about this web we’re in, with no easy way out. But that doesn’t mean there’s no way out at all. Make no mistake: he wants his ‘chosen few’ and ‘precious seeds’ to reach their new world. It’s a genuine psychological obsession that’s been driving him for decades — since long before it ever seemed viable. Now that it’s within his grasp, he doesn’t want mutual destruction any more than we do. He’s not motivated by the same things we are, but he’s motivated away from the same thing, if you follow my thinking. I wouldn’t suggest falling into the easy trap of thinking of Zola as insane. He’s perhaps the most dangerous kind of monster: a rational one.”
Although I still don’t know where to start with all these surprising reactions, I can’t help but let out an involuntary pfft at the notion of Zola being rational.
“I know, Ray,” Conlan says, “but within the broken framework of his mind, he is still a rational actor. His desires are warped and twisted and any other similar word you want to throw at them, but his actions are always going to be taken in accordance with those desires. He’s always going to do what gives his plan the best chance of coming to fruition. And again, it’s tempting to think that his plan was wiping out life on Earth. But it wasn’t. His plan was making sure his people could reach the new world. We were an obstacle to that, and he clearly places no value on our lives. But if we have something he needs, that changes. At the very least, getting our hands on it would buy time to strategize on a next move.”
I turn to Elana Hart, who hasn’t given anything away yet. We exchange a long glance, as though waiting for each other to speak first. I win out.
“You can’t go to the station,” she says. “You can’t put yourself in a position like that. But New Zealand? If he really does still have strong leverage and wants you there in 24 hours to avoid repercussions, it might not be the worst idea. There’s no guarantee it’s any safer here.”
No safer in an ERF bunker than a ZolaCore facility?
Seriously… am I the crazy one?
“We’d be further away from Site B, too,” Eva says. “I know you said the fuel store is nothing to worry about, but he did make a threat about not leaving us with the theocite even if they don’t need it. And there’s been much less damage there, with it being so much further from Site A and obviously somewhere Zola wanted to keep safe until their evacuation took place.”
Okay, I’ve heard enough. I’ve heard a lot, but one word has just pushed me over the edge.
“We would be further away from Site B?” I say. “Eva, you can’t be serious. We?”
She holds my eyes. “I can’t watch you leave again, Ray. And you can’t just wait here and hope 24 hours passes with no reaction. We don’t have to go into the base. We know that part of the world got off lighter from the first detonation and the disasters he triggered even before that.”
“We’d be looking at a 16-hour flight, roughly speaking,” Sasha chimes in from behind her computer. “I’ll volunteer for data coordination en route, no hesitation. Whatever else is true or not, we know they left New Zealand in a hurry. Remember, they didn’t plan to leave it at all until right before everyone else on Earth would be killed by the motherlode detonation. There are going to be countless things in there that they don’t want us to see. There’s a whole compound. And if we can get into their computer systems, there’s no end to what kind of information you could find.”
Hmm. This is the first thing I’ve heard that makes undeniable sense.
“It could be like the station’s black box multiplied by a million, Ray,” Sasha goes on. “We could even find schematics and weaknesses for the Balena, for the Beacon, who knows. It is the facility where the Balena was built and launched from. And if that Scottish guy is right about the rumors of other projects, we could find all kinds of things to use against them. Any data we find could come straight back here and to all the other bunkers for analysis.”
“You’re definitely coming with us,” Driver says across the table.
I’m impressed by Sasha, too, but still a long way from being sure anyone should be planning to go just yet.
“I actually spoke to Ms. Hart about a potential reconnaissance mission to New Zealand after we saw the first message,” Sasha says, facing Driver now. “That was before Zola even called for Ray to go. Now it feels like we have to, but I already wanted to. We’ll definitely have to be careful of security traps, because Mr. Conlan is right about the kind of weird systems Zola has in place. I’m sure you know that, from what Ray’s told you about the station. But before I started doing data collation and communications work for Ms. Hart down here, I worked in optical enhancement. I worked under Gerry Lindell, who helped you in Virginia. We have lenses here, and they can hugely enhance hazard perception for laser and heat based security triggers. We don’t have the robots you used in Virginia, but we can load up all kinds of protective equipment for ourselves. If you’re going, I’m all the way in.”
Lindell.
Wow… the scientific community really is a small world.
“Sasha, give us sound from Indiana!” someone blurts out from my right.
Without looking at the screen to see the Indiana delegate frantically waving in his small square, as I now notice several others are doing, too, Sasha unmutes him and brings it to full size.
“We can hear you now,” Hart says. “You can repeat from the start.”
“They’ve launched four missiles at Virginia,” the man relays, panting out the words. “Our defenses picked them up too late and the bunker’s own defenses are offline. It’s a show of strength.”
And what strength.
The next few minutes pass in a blur. We have no clear visuals of Virginia, thanks to all the damage Zola has done to our satellite fleets and just about everything else, but the impacts are measurably detected in Indiana and further afield.
All the words I don’t want to hear come flying at me like missiles themselves.
First it’s bunker busters. That led the way.
Worst still, picked up from surviving instrumentation at nearby locations, comes nuclear fallout.
The word limited is there, too, but for my money there are two levels of nuclear fallout: zero, and too much.
The Vita’s orbital position at the time of the bombardment gave it no line of sight to the Balena or the Beacon, but the early consensus from people who know a lot more about this than me is that the bombardment came from the Beacon.
It came from Zola himself.
“We’re not safe here,” Eva mumbles shakily as the analysis continues all around us.
With a hand on Eva’s back, I glance at Driver and know they’re both right.
“Okay,” I sigh. “We’ll go.”
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No further broadcast comes in from Zola.
Clearly, the bombardment on our abandoned Virginia bunker was the extra message he alluded to.
In a matter of minutes, it has reframed everything. I’m still surprised that everyone else was so quickly in favor of a journey to ZolaCore’s New Zealand compound, but I have no good argument against it now.
In fact, now that our illusion of safety in this bunker has been so decisively pierced, I can start to see the merit in some of the positions the others put forward.
“We need the plane fully fueled and loaded with everything they might need,” Hart says, facing Sasha but more or less addressing everyone at once. “That means we need lists of what they might need, from everyone. We also need to look at who’s going. Sasha, you’re important here… but we need someone who can work fast if we get into their systems. I’ll allow you to go.”
When Sasha thanks Hart for “allowing” her to fly into ZolaCore’s home turf, I start to wonder once again if someone has been handing out crazy pills when I wasn’t looking.
Conlan offers to come, too. I’m no longer hesitant about his allegiances so I’m very glad to have him.
Hart explicitly offers me a veto on travel mates, but the two who have just volunteered are both A-okay with me.
Adding myself, Eva and Driver, that brings our party to five adults plus Joe.
“And you have a pilot’s license, don’t you, Logan?” Hart asks Conlan.
Wow. Isn’t he just full of surprises.
“Uh, yes, but I’ve never flown anything like the plane they came in on,” he says. “I can help with co-pilot duties or cases of emergency, if we need to keep the crew light. I wouldn’t want anyone to count on me flying that thing across an ocean, though.”
Driver shrugs. “Good enough for me. And there’s not a lot of passenger space — mainly cargo — so we do want to keep it light. Elana, as for cargo… what do we have in the way of vehicles? I don’t want to land too close to the compound in case their air defenses are still live. I won’t go quite as close as the Australians did. Ideally we can get a full report from them, too. Maybe footage from their main aircraft as well as the lighter one that was shot down, so I can see the lay of the land we’re going into.”
“We’ll absolutely get them onto that report,” Hart says. “We’ll have the communications team work on your plane, too, to link it directly to us since the old Virginia hub is now even more out of commission than it already was. And as for vehicles, we have armored 4x4s and several light aircraft. The size of the plane you brought beats anything we have here, but you’re more than welcome to look at the other jets. You would have to be fast, so we could bring it out and fuel it. A 16-hour flight and a 24-hour ultimatum doesn’t give us much time to load up, especially factoring some leeway for Ray getting into the actual compound and communicating with the Beacon.”
When Hart lays it out like that, I realize how little time we really have.
“We’ll take our plane,” Driver says. “I like it, and the fuel tanks are colossal. If you have enough to fill it, we can get to New Zealand and back which I don’t think your jets could.”
“You would know best,” Hart says. “Sasha, can you pass that to the transportation team and then make sure the other bunkers’ representatives know we want them brainstorming for this mission.”
“We also need everyone to think of the physical things we might need,” I interject. “Ideas and plans and data and whatever else can all come when we’re en route. The communications system is our priority, then the vehicles and protective equipment and all the contact lens-related stuff Sasha talked about.”
“And Laika,” Driver says.
After the trouble he caused at the coast, accidentally smashing her computer and thus forcing me to enter the undersea structure instead of the robot we were supposed to send in, I’m surprised to hear Driver say this.
She’s right, though. I wouldn’t want to leave without him and I don’t think Joe would at this point, either. Yet another uncertain upheaval is going to be tough, and I think the two of them will keep each other company.
There’s a lot more to Laika than that, too. His biggest fault is his clumsiness, but he has an in-built level of hazard perception that I’d trust with my life above even the most cutting-edge optical enhancements, as Sasha and Lindell call their lenses.
Suddenly, an idea hits me.
“I want Laika to see these recordings of Zola,” I say. “Anyone who doesn’t know him is going to think this is crazy, but he has an uncanny ability to tell when people are lying. I want to show him the part when Zola says they don’t need any of Earth’s theocite and then the part when he says he needs something that his staff left behind in New Zealand. Those are the two most obvious truth-or-lie statements that have a major bearing on this.”
Sasha is nodding enthusiastically. “I’ve been briefed on this bird. From what I’ve heard, that’s not crazy at all. And yeah, I’ll tell everyone to work on ideas for supplies.”
I force a smile. “Thanks.”
The thing that’s eased my mind most in the past few minutes, if still only slightly, was Driver’s point about landing at a safe distance from the compound and driving in the rest of the way.
That’s wise for the obvious reason she stated, regarding any automated surface-to-air defense systems that might still be in place. But it also means Eva and Joe don’t need to get too close to the compound at all, which is hugely welcome. The point Eva made about that part of the world being less affected by the Site A detonation is very true, as I saw in the live images from the Australian flyover, and as I’m sure other bunkers will attest as we continue the information exchange that’s now been established.
The list of those of us who’ll have to go inside definitely includes me and Sasha the technical whizz, and I don’t think I could keep Driver away if I wanted to. I think that’s it, though.
With a slightly labored exhalation, Eva gets up from the chair in front of me. “We’ll need to get Joe ready,” she says. “The evacuation came at almost no notice, so we don’t have much. Everything helps, though. Even that puzzle… he hasn’t finished it yet and that could keep him busy on the flight and once we land. He has a few books and a card game, too, but that’s about it.”
“He’s going to think it’s an adventure,” Driver says. “Ray has to go. But like you said, we really will be safer there.”
Eva smiles to acknowledge Driver’s point. The two looked to be getting along well when I first saw them together earlier, after Zola’s first message had come in. That’s no real surprise since they’re both easy to get along with, but I’m certainly glad to see Driver isn’t as prickly with all new people as she was with me when we met in Virginia.
“Keep us posted if anything important comes in,” I say to Hart. “And feel free to just have people start loading whatever everyone decides is worth bringing along with the vehicles and obvious supplies like food and water. It’s a big cargo bay.”
Hart nods in understanding. “And Ray… people are going to know something is happening when we start loading the plane, but they don’t have to hear about Zola’s threats or the Virginia attack just yet. I’ll break the news soon. There are no secrets in our bunker, I just know you’ll share my understanding that morale can depend on the way things are framed and announced.”
“Absolutely,” I say.
As we step out, Driver whispers in my ear: “If everyone knew what just happened and where we’re going, they’d be storming the plane to fight for seats.”
I certainly wouldn’t go that far, especially given that no one else in the war room besides Sasha and Conlan volunteered.
I still want to see what Laika makes of Zola’s comments, but mainly to add weight to a decision I’ve already made. In truth, there wasn’t really a decision at all. I have no choice.
Zola hasn’t shown his full hand, but the destruction of our Virginia bunker was more than enough to tell us he’s holding some very dangerous Aces.
I have to go — and fast.
There’s no telling what we’ll find, let alone what will or won’t happen next, but I have less than 24 hours to get inside the New Zealand compound and let Zola know I’m there.
The race is on.
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“Woah… are you guys okay?” someone asks as Driver and Eva exit the war room ahead of me.
A few steps later I see that it’s Harvey, our acting security guard. The others wait for me to speak.
“There’s a lot going on, man,” I tell him. “Hart is going to address it soon. She doesn’t want me to say the wrong thing or worry anyone too much. She’s the speaker.”
He holds his hands up. “Say no more. I get it. And Joe is with Lorien and the kids, right?”
“We’re just going to get him now,” I reply, nodding in thanks for Harvey’s understanding. He’s a nice guy and increasingly feels a whole world away from some of the brash guards in Virginia. I really think the contrasting management styles of Major and Hart, or maybe more so their contrasting personalities as a whole, filter all the way through the ranks.
It probably also helps that Harvey isn’t a “real” ERF employee like Major’s guards were, I guess, since he’s a part-time guard standing in for some other guys who sadly didn’t make it here in time.
“I’ll gather my own things,” Conlan announces. “And I just want to say: thank you for letting me in on this. I think I can help and I sure as hell want to. This is personal for me, too, for the threats he made against my family. Whatever I can do to stop him from causing any more suffering, I’m with you.”
I put out my hand and firmly shake Conlan’s. “Glad to have you on the team,” I say, nodding as he sets off.
The rest of us set off across the bunker’s relatively small entry hall, towards the room where Lorien has Laika and the kids. Eva knows the way.
“You know, Conlan’s professional profile hasn’t been very high for a while,” she muses. “If it wasn’t for the book and his connection to Zola, he’d be an odd choice.”
Driver and I exchange a confused glance.
“You don’t think the connection to Zola is what makes him an odd choice?” Driver asks, beating me to the punch.
Eva shakes her head. “I’m not saying I believe anyone involved in drawing up the ERF evacuation lists ever thought Zola was going to do something that would make these bunkers necessary, but is it really that crazy? I mean, these bunkers were built in the hope they would never be used, right? An expensive contingency plan no one ever wanted to rely on.”
“Well, except maybe a few guys like Major who just enjoy the power,” Driver interjects as Eva takes a breath.
“Maybe,” Eva says. “But on Zola… of all the possible planetary threats a place like this could protect against, from comets to solar flares to polar shifts to alien invasions or whatever other scenario you can dream up, was Zola really the longest shot? We’re looking at one of the richest men ever, who for years and years has been openly obsessed with distant space exploration and has huge investments in all kinds of novel mining processes. Don’t you think the list-makers might have thought it was worth having someone down here who knows a lot about him? I mean, I’d bet good money there are ufologists and who knows what other kinds of niche experts down here, too. It’s all about contingency planning.”
It’s not like I’d forgotten how sharp Eva’s mind is, but my two months on the station naturally made it hard for us to have the kind of meandering conversations that have woven through most of the few thousand evenings we’ve spent together.
The more she says, the more I think she’s right, too.
“Think of it like this,” she continues. “If you have two local options in the kinds of field they wanted represented down here, it makes sense to favor someone with that added edge. Maybe that’s why Lorien and Harvey are here. She’s a leader in her field, but he’s not. And they have three kids. If we look at it in one sense, that’s five mouths to feed for one desirable brain. But in the broader sense, the list makers needed kids, too. And that’s a stable couple where one partner clearly qualifies and the other has relevant security experience. All I’m saying is, a lot of thought had to go in to making those lists and it’s not just the kind of thing a computer can do by working through a database and looking at qualifications. Conlan might not be here by accident, just like that Scottish guy who knows so much about ZolaCore’s space operations probably had the same edge.”
Lewis Cameron, I recall.
I haven’t forgotten my mental note on that name. He came up even before I knew I was going to be making a trip to New Zealand, so any knowledge he’s able to provide could prove a hundred times more important now.
We turn into a corridor just as Eva stops speaking, and it instantly reminds me of the Virginia bunker’s.
“Deja vu all over again,” Driver quips.
“It’s that one,” Eva says, pointing to a door up ahead.
If I’d had to guess which door would be Lorien’s, I would have guessed correctly.
Why? Because it’s in the exact same spot as the room where Vicki housed Laika in Virginia. The designers obviously stuck to a basic designation for certain kinds of professionals, which makes as much sense as doing it randomly.
So far, outside of the war room, the main similarities between the two bunkers have come in the small touches like the identical light fixtures, doorhandles, flooring and general decor. I guess the ERF likes consistency in those kinds of things in the same way ZolaCore does, what with the Beacon’s emergency air locks being so similar to the access hatch I used to enter their undersea structure.
Eva steps ahead to the door, seeming as light on her feet as ever despite the pregnancy, and knocks three times.
It opens quickly.
“Oh, hi, Mrs. Eva!” the young boy says.
I don’t know his name — or those of his siblings — but I recognize him and could have a stab at guessing his birthday with 33.3% confidence of being right. He’s probably around four or five, with the middle boy being close to Joe’s age of seven and the girl probably around nine. They’re perfect ages for Joe to play with, really.
“Hello!” Lorien calls happily from inside. When I can see in, I notice that she’s standing beside Laika as he perches on what looks to my untrained eyes like some kind of camera tripod. “And thank you, thank you, thank you for this feathered gift of a lifetime!”
“Your bird is a genius,” the little girl says. She’s standing beside a bowl of the food — mainly sunflower seeds — that Driver brought in from our plane earlier.
“He’s a smart little guy,” I reply. “I’m Ray, by the way.”
“Katie,” she replies. “This is Calvin and that’s Tiny Tyler. You know Joe already,” she giggles.
“We’ve met a few times,” I laugh back.
“I’m not tiny!” Tyler complains.
I see Lorien roll her eyes and step away from Laika to calm things down before they snowball.
I had a feeling Katie would tell me all of their names after my prompt. I’m not the childhood development expert, but I’ve been with Eva long enough to know a thing or two about theories of sibling dynamics and assertiveness in an oldest of three.
Over on the tripod-like perch, Laika is wearing a little cap-style helmet that makes him look a little bit like a scaled-up and brightly colored racing pigeon. The helmet is connected to a shoe-box size device which is in turn hooked up to Lorien’s computer.
“I need to take Laika to the meeting room to see something,” I say. I’m not trying to be evasive, but I’m keeping the details light for the same reason I opted not to call it the war room: I’m quite literally surrounded by children.
“To see what?” Lorien asks. Her eyes flick between mine and Eva’s.
Eva is good at conveying a lot with a single look — much better than I ever have been. It doesn’t take long for Lorien to step back and start carefully removing Laika’s helmet.
“He’s been very cooperative,” she goes on. “If anything he’s been too talkative for me to really make the most of this thing, but we were just working on staying quiet when you arrived. You know, asking him to think about something without mentioning it. That was the theory behind the development of this device, to one day use it to meaningfully analyze animals’ thoughts and derive any verbal intent they might have without being able to convey. The thing is, he doesn’t need it! The vocabulary he’s showing is truly astounding. The value of Laika in this kind of research will be in seeing how his brain lights up when he expresses emotion and intent, so we can look for that kind of activity in similar animals.”
Lorien finishes removing the helmet just as she finishes speaking, at which point she opens Laika’s travel cage and encourages him to step inside.
“Laika like it here,” he says. “Laika like be… out.”
“You’re coming with me for a little while, buddy,” I tell him. “We’re going to see some other people. I want to play the game when you tell me if someone is telling the truth or telling a lie.”
“Woah, I didn’t know he could do that!” Katie chimes in. “Can I come?”
“Not right now,” Lorien says, selflessly saving me from having to be the bearer of bad news.
Laika steps into his cage, satisfied by the promise of the game to come. “Luna! Hello,” he squawks when he sees her for the first time.
“Hey, dude,” she says. “Oh and Lorien, real quick… you don’t know why he might be freaked by a picture or tattoo of a—”
Driver’s next word is silent, uttered with a hand around her mouth so Laika doesn’t hear.
“Oh, the hummingbird,” Lorien says.
At first I don’t know why she’s spoken it aloud after Driver’s obvious effort not to, but Laika’s reaction tells me the topic has already come up:
“Bird no sleep,” he says. “Bird out. Hurt Leeroy. Laika no like bird, Ray Ray.”
Lorien nods and holds my eyes. She walks over to talk quietly, while Eva takes the hint and moves the other way to distract the children.
“The device did give me some details there,” Lorien says. “No more than what he just told you, but we got that. He mentioned a bird when I asked what kind of tests he had done with Vicki, when I was just looking at some early readings. He told me he ‘hurt’ a screen. I asked why, gave him a lot of prompts, looked for spikes that told me if I was getting hotter or colder. Then we got onto the bird and he mentioned Leeroy. I know that’s Barnet from the station. And again, he told me what he could and I pushed to fill in the gaps. Does this make sense based on anything you know?”
I nod uneasily. “Yeah. All the animals I found were asleep. And hummingbirds are known for their insane heartbeat, aren’t they? Maybe it didn’t respond to whatever was going on with the suspended animation. It sounds like it got out and hurt Barnet. That would have been scary for Laika, stuck in his cage. For us it’s only a hummingbird, but for him it’s something attacking his friend while he can’t do anything to stop it.”
“Poor guy,” Driver says. “I guess I’ll just make sure he doesn’t see the tattoo again, but at least it makes some kind of sense now.”
“And say,” Lorien whispers, leaning in closer than ever to make doubly sure we’re not heard now. “What’s going on in the meeting room?”
“It would take too long to explain right now,” I dodge. “It’ll be over soon, though. Hey, Eva. Are you—”
“I’ll stay,” Eva says. “Give Lorien some help with these four. Then we’ll take Joe for a little rest when you’re ready. Don’t be too long.”
There’s no need for any coded looks here. I know we have to be fast, and I know it would be harder for Eva to take Joe to repack his things alone than it will be when I’m back.
Driver comes with me back to the war room, on a walk that doesn’t take long. We don’t talk, which isn’t like us, and I think it’s more because we both need a few moments of quiet thought rather than any conscious desire to avoid mentioning too much in front of Laika that might prejudice his analysis of Zola’s comments.
“Who’s a pretty boy?” Harvey coos at Laika when we reach our destination.
“Hello,” Laika says. “You Ray Ray friend?”
Harvey’s eyes widen like dinner plates. “Woah. Yeah, dude, I’d say I’m Ray’s friend. I’m Harvey.”
“Squawk! Hello, Harvey. I am Laika.”
Something about how he says am sounds a little funny, since he used to miss it out altogether and still does from time to time. It often sounds like an extra addition, rather than a natural part of his statement. But I think the fact I’m being as picky as that about a parrot’s effortlessly excellent communication says a lot. If it doesn’t, the look on Harvey’s face certainly does.
“And you’re taking him in there?” Harvey asks, getting ready to open the door.
I nod. “I’ll explain later. Thanks.”
With a cooperative shrug, Harvey lets us in.
“Oooh, busy,” Laika squawks right away. Sure enough, there are still a lot of people in here.
“Sasha, can we get Zola up, please? Starting with the first message?”
“On it,” she replies.
Laika looks around silently, taking everything in.
The screen had been on the multi-square setup when we entered, showing the feeds to our dozens of fellow bunkers. No one had been talking to them, though, and I can’t see Hart.
There is a lot to get ready in a short time.
“Here you go,” Sasha announces. “Are you ready for me to play it?”
“Nacho?” Laika says, flapping his wings slightly in his cage.
I don’t look away from him, but in my peripheral vision I see Driver’s gaze fall upon me and I certainly feel it.
Nacho… I think to myself. That’s short for Ignacio.
Laika doesn’t just recognize Zola, he knows him by the common diminutive version of his first name.
“Do you know Nacho?” I ask him. “Laika, have you met Nacho?”
“Yes,” he replies, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “Nacho call Laika… Gio. Nacho say: Good boy, Gio. Squawk. Gio is good boy.”
I belatedly look at Driver. As I do, she crouches to Laika’s level.
“So Nacho called you Gio?” she asks.
“Yes,” Laika says, flapping his wings happily again. “Laika love Nacho.”
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“Luna like Nacho?” Laika asks. “Ray Ray like Nacho?”
“Don’t answer!” I blurt out. I then lean in to Driver’s ear and whisper: “We should show him the video before we tell him anything otherwise. If he knows we hate Zola, he might go in expecting him to lie. He thinks this is a game and he usually plays it with people he likes. We’ll keep it to that, okay?”
Driver gives a half nod, biting her lip uneasily.
“First we’re going to play the game,” I tell him. “Can you tell me if Nacho is telling the truth or if he’s playing the lie game? Could you do that for me?”
“Yes, Laika like game.”
I signal over to Sasha. “Can you skip to the part about having enough theocite? That’s all we want to see in this one.”
Around fifteen seconds later, with Sasha’s deft assistance, the video is ready to play at the correct part. Everyone in the room is silent now, transfixed on a bird they’ve never met.
I watch as Zola says it: “I don’t even need the theocite deposits on Earth anymore.”
I can’t imagine even Laika knows the words theocite and deposits, but he doesn’t have to. We want him to read the non-verbal cues here, along with the tone.
Vicki swore he was flawless in countless variations of this kind of test, and I have no reason to doubt her.
“Yes,” Laika says.
“He’s telling the truth? For sure?”
“Squawk. Yes. Sure, sure. Yes.”
I sigh. “Now the theocite part of the second message, if you could,” I say to Sasha. “It was about halfway.”
“It’s transcribed,” she says without looking up. “I can search the text and find the timestamp. Give me a minute.”
She doesn’t take anywhere close to a minute, and before I know it Zola is speaking on the same subject again:
“You’ll be delighted to hear it was a richer lode than we expected. Combined with other sources we can tap into, we now have what we need for the journey without having to worry about Site B or any other terrestrial deposits.”
“Yes,” Laika says, without even the need for a prompt. “Sure.”
“Do we even know this works?” Driver asks me.
“Lie,” I mouth silently.
She looks confused.
“Okay, Laika, now Luna wants to play,” I tell him. I’m still facing her. “Can you tell Laika how old you are?”
“I’m 19 years old,” Driver says, playing along now that she knows what I was getting at.
Laika pauses for a second. “No. Luna play game. Luna lie.”
“21,” she says.
“Squawk. No.”
“25.”
“No!”
“24.”
Laika pauses again. “Yes. Luna no play. No lie.”
Her face breaks into a momentary smile. “How did you know?”
“Luna eye move,” he says. “Laika see.”
“Remind me to play you at poker sometime,” I playfully jibe at Driver, but really I know that Laika’s acute ability to notice something like that would have no reflection on my own.
Sasha waves to catch my eye. “Sorry, Ray, I know this is going somewhere, but I have a lot of things to take care of and hardly any time for any of it. Is the last part about your interventions causing them to leave something behind, yeah?”
“Yeah,” I say. “And thanks, I know. You’re really helping us out. Just this one more.”
She gets right to it. Her tone was friendly enough, if more curt than earlier, but I totally get it.
“Last one, Laika,” I say as the screen changes to show the paused section I’ve requested. “Tell me if Nacho is saying something true here or if he’s playing the lie game.”
As I give a thumbs up, Sasha hits play and Zola speaks one last time:
“Your interventions and obstructions caused them to act in haste… to leave the compound running, for one thing, unlike your own Virginia bunker, and even more regrettably to leave behind some things I needed for the new world. Some things I still need.”
“Yes. No game, Ray Ray. Nacho no lie.”
I signal to Sasha that we’re done, giving her a wink and a smile in thanks, then lower myself to Laika’s level. “Thanks, buddy. You did great. But Nacho does lie. Nacho is a very bad man.”
“No,” Laika replies, happily flapping his wings. “Ray Ray play game. Ray Ray lie. Nacho no bad.”
“Listen to me, buddy,” I say, in a much lower tone. “This isn’t part of the game anymore. I’m not playing. I’m telling you something, and it’s not nice. Nacho is a bad man. Nacho killed Leeroy. Nacho tried to kill me, too. That’s why everyone was dead when I found you. Nacho and his bad friends killed them.”
His wings aren’t flapping now. Whether through my tone or the change in my expression, he knows I’m being real.
“Nacho kill Leeroy?” he asks, sounding more solemn than he has in a long time. “Nacho… bad?”
I nod. “I’m sorry, buddy.”
Laika’s posture then straightens in a way I’ve never seen before, very stiffly and very suddenly. “Where Nacho now?” he asks.
“Where we were,” I tell him. “Beside Leeroy’s room, remember? And the greenhouse? On the station.”
“Laika go back,” he says, almost grunting out the words. “Nacho kill Leeroy. Nacho hurt Ray Ray. Now Laika go back… Laika want to hurt Nacho.”
I feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.
“I want to kill him, too,” Driver says from beside me.
Sure, it lacks a little of the tact and care I’m trying to show in what kind of thoughts and behaviors we reinforce in this fairly large and powerful animal.
But I can’t pretend I don’t feel the same way.
“Don’t worry,” I tell Laika. “Nacho is far away. And now we’re going to go to a new place, so we can make sure Nacho doesn’t hurt anyone else.”
“Yes,” Laika says, his posture softening slightly. “Ray Ray stop Nacho. Laika come. Laika help.”
“Always, buddy,” I say, putting my hand through the cage so he can gently nuzzle against it as he likes to do.
Aside from a few expressions of fearful aggression, both caused by the sight of a hummingbird, Laika has been nothing but friendly since I met him.
But as I look at the harder than usual expression on his face, I’m more glad than ever that he’s on my side.
Because as Zola rightfully is now, I sure as hell wouldn’t want to be on his bad side.
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When we step outside, after a test that went the way I would have expected in terms of the result but definitely not in terms of what other revelations it threw up, another surprise is standing right there: Eva, Lorien and the kids.
“We’re coming with you,” Lorien says.
I look straight at Eva.
“I know…” she says. “I’m not sorry, Ray, but I do know what I said. I just had to ask. Partly because I don’t want Joe to be on his own, and partly because I really do think it’s going to be safer there. They can help. Lorien is great with Laika, and Harvey can protect us when you’re in the compound. If we have space, we have to fill it.”
“This would be us totally full,” Driver interjects. “We had five empty seats, which included one for Laika. But honestly, I don’t know if Hart is going to come back with any other suggestions for passengers. If she does, we have a mission to think about when we decide who fills those seats. I don’t want to be the bad guy, but this isn’t an evacuation flight.”
As though her ears have been burning, Elana Hart appears on the right-side of the hall just moments after Driver’s mention.
“You’re not all packed up?” she asks, quickly reaching us. “I hope you’re at least on the way out. Did the lie detection thing just confirm what we thought?”
I nod. “Yeah. We think they really don’t need the theocite at Site B and they really did leave something behind in New Zealand.”
“Okay,” Hart sighs. “Well, everything is moving fast and at this rate you’re going to be the factor that determines when you can take off, at least if Sasha is as fast as I expect once I dismiss her now. I’m not rushing you out, Ray. Nothing like that… but like you said yourself, we can talk, talk and talk some more once you’re en route. Time is ticking. A lot is being loaded, including some portable beds and bedding for when you’re there. Practical items that have been suggested by countless people, too, but some things to make it as comfortable for you as we can.”
“Do we have any more passengers besides us, Sasha and Conlan?” Driver asks.
“Did you want any?” Hart asks, slightly surprised. “I think a small and nimble team is best for the entry, with Sasha and Ray covering a broad range on the technical side of things. You’ll have full contact with everyone at our disposal, too. I could try to find some volunteers if you think you’re light anywhere.”
Driver shakes her head. “I don’t think so. Lorien and her family would like to come, if that’s okay.”
“We would appreciate it,” Harvey says, still standing on guard. “I’ve enjoyed serving but I’ve never really had to do anything here, anyway. I’m sure someone else could step in to fill the empty shifts.”
Hart looks totally taken aback. “Can I ask why?”
“To be blunt, it sounds like it’s safer there,” Lorien says.
“Well, I’m certainly not holding anyone prisoner,” Hart replies with a slight shrug. “But to be equally blunt, it’s not a decision I would make in your shoes. And thank you for stepping in on guard duties, Harvey. We’ve all appreciated it.”
No one says anything in the few seconds after Hart goes back inside. When the silence is broken, it’s by Laika.
“Go fast, Ray Ray,” he says. “New place.”
Harvey smiles. “This guy. He’s coming, too, huh? I can talk to him on the plane?”
“Yeah,” I say. “And hey, I’m glad you’re coming.”
Truth be told, I’m really glad Harvey is coming.
If Driver comes into the compound with me and Sasha, which she almost certainly will, I’ll be much happier leaving Eva and Joe in the plane with Harvey and his family than I would have been with only Conlan.
It’s not that I don’t trust Conlan — we’re past that — he’s just not as reassuring a presence. Joe doesn’t know him at all, for one thing, and he mentioned having no family besides an aunt and uncle who died a few years ago.
Having some more friendly faces Joe is comfortable with will be great for him.
And yeah: I’m trying not to dwell on why this part might matter, but Eva was right when she suggested having an imposing guy like Harvey around for protection will be no bad thing, either. He works as a security guard in his spare time, which probably means the rowdiest weekend nights, and he could probably throw me as far as I could throw a shot putt.
New Zealand hasn’t been hit as hard by the Site A detonation as the US, just like here in Colorado hasn’t been hit as hard as the Pacific Northwest and especially Alaska, where it looks like even the ERF bunker couldn’t withstand the broad-ranging effects of the unprecedented blasts. That’s good news for New Zealand, obviously.
But we need to be clear about what we’re flying into: it’s still been hit. Everywhere has been hit. The electrical grid, if nothing else, is shot to pieces.
Even if people have survived in their regular unshielded homes, which is something we can’t be sure of, we can be sure that they’re not living a normal life. Society as we know it has ceased to function.
It’s always been said that any society is three meals from chaos, and we’re already way way way past the point when factories, delivery trucks and stores ceased operating.
What I’m getting at is that if we land near survivors and those survivors are struggling, our resources and supplies could become a target.
Maybe I’ve seen too many movies and maybe my imagination is getting the better of me, but the thought is there. And although we’ll obviously go somewhere as quiet and as safe looking as we can, I’m still going to be glad as hell to know Harvey is along for the ride.
After some very quick goodbyes, following Laika’s wise reminder of our need to “go fast,” their family heads off to gather their things.
“I’ll take this guy so you two can get Joe ready,” Driver says, reaching out to take Laika’s cage.
I hand him over.
“What about you two getting ready?” Eva asks. “Do you even have clothes or anything?”
“I wouldn’t say no to a shower but yeah, I have a small bag from Virginia that will last me long enough. I guess I can ask around, too. That girl Sasha looks around my size. Not that you, uh, I just mean…”
Eva waves a hand to cut through Driver’s uncharacteristic awkwardness. “We all have eyes,” she laughs, placing a hand on her stomach. “We don’t all have this. And you, Ray?”
“I’ll rely on Conlan, I guess. Do we have a shower in the room you’ve been staying in?”
“Not of our own, but in the block,” Eva replies. “Luna, just come with us unless you have something else to do. You can use it, too. It’s a long flight, and then…”
When Eva trails off, neither of us knows where to pick it up. Because that’s the question. And then what?
“New Zealand is all the way on the bottom of the map,” little Joe comments, taking the silence as his chance to come in. He’s always been polite to a tee. “Do you think we might see a kiwi bird?”
I can’t help but smile. “They’re pretty timid, but you never know,” I reply. “And I’ll tell you what we can do: we can take a look at the spaceman puzzle, maybe see if we can finish it before we both get back here? What do you say?”
“Yeah!” he cries. “Come on, we’ll run ahead and I can show you how much I have so far.”
Eva tilts her head in encouragement.
I’ve gotten used to implicitly trusting her judgement in almost any situation, especially anything relating to Joe. As I watch him skipping happily ahead in this bunker that was built to keep people alive, now more than ever I’m hoping she’s right to think we’ll be safer on the outskirts of a compound built by a man whose actions have already killed so many.
I would have spoken up if I disagreed, and the nuclear bunker-buster in Virginia has certainly changed the mental calculation.
I know we have to go. But try as I might, I just can’t shake the fact that I wish we didn’t…





15

A few minutes in the room where Eva and Joe have been sleeping is more than enough for me to understand her urge to leave.
Don’t get me wrong, the fact this bunker even exists and is able to house so many people is amazing.
The ERF designers have done their best to make it feel light and airy, too, with the paintwork and furnishings. But the window-shaped wall decal of a blue sky and green field is no substitute for the real thing. All in all, it’s hard not to feel trapped.
The size of the room doesn’t help, either.
After a few days I can imagine it would feel like the walls are closing in, and the fact Joe has stayed so upbeat is a testament to Eva.
Joe packs his things, including the spaceman puzzle that doesn’t take a lot of careful dismantling to fit back in the box due to the limited progress he’s made. He’s proud to show me what he’s done so far, though. And really, the 500 small pieces do make it pretty advanced for his age and experience.
Eva shows Driver to the shower block a few doors down, and in the few minutes she’s gone we all hear a message from Elana Hart. For me and Joe it emanates through a small speaker in the upper corner of the wall above his bed, and the message comes as perfunctorily as it could:
“Following recent developments, Ray Barclay and a small number of others will soon be departing for ZolaCore’s facility in New Zealand. We are in full contact with every other surviving ERF bunker and the necessity of this mission is widely accepted. To ensure a swift departure, I kindly request that everyone not involved in the ongoing loading process remains in their quarters for the next hour. We will remain in contact with Ray’s group throughout their journey and I will issue further information very soon. For now we are focused on a swift departure and your understanding is greatly appreciated. Thank you.”
“Are we going to be ready in time?” Joe asks.
“The plane’s not leaving without us, kiddo,” I tell him.
I can understand why he’d ask, though, given the curtness of Hart’s address and her repeated emphasis on the need for a swift departure. Asking everyone to stay out of the way for only an hour indicates that the loading team really has been working double-time, and also backs up what I thought was a light-hearted comment that our readiness would be the sticking point for when we can launch.
Hart is a very straightforward person. Her voice wasn’t cold, but it stayed very matter-of-fact. She also didn’t talk down to anyone with any hollow assurances that there’s nothing to worry about, or get drawn into unnecessary detail about the “recent developments” she alluded to.
And although I don’t know how much Hart will tell everyone once we’re gone, the general mood around here gives me confidence she’ll handle it well. It’s certainly true that Driver and I arrived when everyone had reasons to celebrate, rather than amid the despair of the previous few days, but Eva has told me that there was a strong sense of camaraderie and defiance even in the darker times.
I’m glad to be leaving my short-term bunkmates with Hart rather than Major, let’s just say that.
Eva returns a few moments after the announcement, sharing my surprise on Hart’s timeline.
I rush away for a shower, briefly leaving Laika in their hands while Driver is gone, too. He’s been quieter and more still than usual following what must have been a shocking revelation about Zola. I’m surprised he was familiar with Zola — “Nacho” in his mind — and I’m still pondering the implications.
We know security footage featuring Zola’s movements on the station was removed, almost certainly automatically by the system’s highly intelligent software, so I don’t expect we’ll get any more clues about how deep his relationship might have been with Barnet, or how often he saw Laika. We don’t even know when he arrived on the station.
I’m not going to lose any sleep about the possibility Barnet was in the know about anything nefarious. Either way, he’s as dead as every other researcher up there.
I know some of them were innocently oblivious, like my friends Justin and Yannick. Anyone who did know something was coming deserved the double-cross they got when they weren’t spared.
It’s very telling that everyone on the main body of the station died — even Oliver Grainger, the man who poisoned the station and thought the supplies he’d been given would make him immune. That underlines Zola’s ruthlessness and how willing he is to use people and throw them away when he’s done. I don’t think the word loyalty exists in his world.
The hot water of the shower shakes away some of my growing tiredness. As welcome as it is, though, it doesn’t shake away my thoughts of Zola and the station.
What no one is talking about and what I’m trying not to think about is the second half of his demand: that I have to bring whatever he needs to the station.
Going to New Zealand feels necessary under his 24-hour deadline, but for most of the others it also doesn’t seem the least bit undesirable.
But going to the station? Undesirable doesn’t come close.
I step back out into the hallway just a few seconds after Driver.
“Did you hear the message while you were in there?” I ask.
She nods. “Hart doesn’t mess around, huh? I like it. As long as there’s plenty of food loaded up in the passenger section, I’m good for take-off as soon as you are. It should be an easy flight. Last time was comfortable enough, right?”
“For the most part, definitely,” I reply. “I know you had to descend pretty sharply at the coast, and obviously I felt that. You’ll have more space and options this time, though.”
“And maps, data, contact with the others…” she says. “I’m not alone this time. It felt like Conlan was downplaying his experience, too, so it won’t hurt to have him in the cockpit.”
Joe and Eva are all packed up when we return to the room, thanks in no small part to how little they were able to bring here at the time of their initial evacuation from Salt Lake City.
“I’m not imagining that Hart mentioned loading bedding supplies, am I?” Eva checks.
“She did,” I say. “But if you guys liked these pillows, you could still bring them in case the others aren’t as comfortable. I’ll carry the suitcases and Driver can take Laika.”
Eva takes me up on that suggestion, grabbing pillows from two of the room’s three narrow beds. She’s been a real trooper putting up with so little space.
The flight won’t be very luxurious, but after that I’m hopeful our setup will be more like glamping than barebones camping. And needless to say, we’re not planning to spend too long in New Zealand. This is just a necessary step on a road that hopefully doesn’t have too much further to run.
I don’t know where the next turn will take us, only that we need to drive towards it.
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Hart is waiting for us when we reach the entrance hall.
“Everything Sasha asked for and everything the other bunkers suggested has been loaded,” she tells us. “Our team’s work on the communications console is complete, and we had more than sufficient fuel to completely fill the tanks. The armored vehicle is fueled in the cargo bay, too, along with the light aircraft.”
“Perfect,” Driver replies. “What kind of other things went in?”
Hart raises her gaze to the ceiling for a few seconds, thinking through a list. “Medical equipment, recording equipment, hard drives and everything like that for the data Sasha hopes to access on the compound’s systems… then some autonomous surveillance drones, various hand tools and explosives, really all kinds of things. You’re very well stocked for many eventualities.”
She didn’t say any eventualities, I note. Again I can see that Hart is very straight down the line and never prone to exaggeration or sugar-coating.
I then see her expression relax somewhat, only a second or two before the noise of chattering children tells me she’s seen Lorien and her family appear from the door leading to their quarters.
I turn and see them, too.
“Hope we didn’t keep you waiting,” Harvey says. “You guys aren’t messing around on the take-off time! I guess we might as well have a few hours to spare there instead of hanging around here.”
“I wouldn’t count on spare hours,” Hart replies. “Entering the compound and accessing the system might not be as straightforward as you’re thinking. The 24-hour timeline is for Ray making contact, not getting inside.”
Harvey shrugs slightly. “Oh, I’m not knocking the plan. Just glad to be part of it.”
Hart looks like she has something to say to that. I’d guess it’s a question about why Harvey seems relatively blasé about his young family flying into enemy territory. But if there is something like that on her mind, she thinks better of sharing it.
Just like Eva, he and Lorien have made a decision for their family based on a lot of complicated factors.
Weighing up the safety of this bunker versus the outside world involves different considerations now than it did before the Virginia bunker was destroyed, even if this place still has surface-to-air missile defenses that were no longer online there.
Their ease in making the decision to come with us might seem to have an air of flippancy about it, but it’s by no means reckless.
“Well, I guess this is it,” Hart says. She holds out her hand for me to shake. “We really couldn’t thank you enough for everything you’ve already done, Ray, let alone all you’re still to do. I think I speak for everyone here, and beyond, when I say it will never be forgotten.”
Hart expresses similar gratitude to Driver next, before some shorter goodbyes to Eva and the other adults. She’s pleasant enough with Joe and the other kids, too, but in a uniform way that makes it seem like she doesn’t have all that much experience of talking to children in different age ranges.
“Have you seen Conlan?” I ask.
“He’s already boarded,” Hart replies. “And I’m very glad you’ve connected with him, Ray. I understand that his intimate knowledge of Zola’s unique frame of mind played a part in getting him on the evacuation list in the first place. Purely to cover as many contingencies as possible. Take advantage of his presence as much as you can.”
It’s interesting to hear confirmation of Eva’s theory about the reason for Conlan making the evacuation list, and no surprise that she doesn’t chime in to say anything about having told me so. She’s never been one for that.
“And goodbye, Laika,” Hart says, last of all.
“Nacho hurt Ray Ray,” he replies. “Laika want to hurt Nacho.”
Hart understandably raises her eyebrows at that, and I’m as surprised as anyone to hear it.
It’s really not like Laika to fixate on something to the extent that he’d bring it up in response to an unrelated prompt. The revelation of Zola’s evilness has really hit him hard.
“I’m sure you’re not alone in that,” Hart says, tellingly glancing at me one more time before we set off for the open entranceway.
The four guys guarding the entrance wish us well and say longer farewells to Harvey, who has stepped up to work alongside them in recent days.
It’s a lot darker than I expected outside. I don’t know why I expected anything in particular, given how difficult it is to judge the passage of time, but the steady brightness of the lights in public areas have a natural effect of making it feel like daytime.
It’s not a very long walk to the plane, but the darkness makes it feel longer than it did on our way in.
I can’t help but notice that the kids are taking all of this upheaval in their strides very admirably. On reflection I’m sure that’s largely because their lives have already experienced so much disorienting change in the past week.
I guess the biggest shock is always going to be the one that takes you from your normal life into chaos. None of this is easy to process, by any means, but it makes sense that subsequent moves from one flavor of chaos to another are going to feel progressively less jarring each time.
A few young workers in ERF uniforms are standing by the open cargo when we get there. They greet us and invite Driver to check everything she needs is there. She takes a quick look from the bottom of the ramp and is satisfied to see the vehicles, which were her priority. She’s happy to trust that everything else is there, too.
“What’s the situation with beds?” I ask.
“Better than in there, sir,” the loader replies with a slight chuckle.
“And there’s food and water inside?”
He nods. “Yes, sir. More than you’ll need.”
I pat the young man on the shoulder and thank him and his colleagues for their help, before leading Eva and Joe towards the plane’s fold-out stairway.
Driver is holding Laika’s cage tightly, probably thinking back to our previous hummingbird-related mishap on this steep stairway just as clearly as I am.
“Laika sorry,” I hear him say to her, revealing that it’s on his mind, too.
“The past has passed, little dude,” she replies. “It’s all good.”
Conlan is waiting in the passenger section along with Sasha when we reach it, evidently not wanting to impose his presence in the cockpit until he knows Driver wants it. She makes it instantly clear that she does, at which point he heads straight in.
Sasha hands Driver a tablet computer, which she explains is packed with images of some suggested landing sites as well as the videos she asked for. Those were shot by the Australian team who gave us our first sight of ZolaCore’s enormous Balena spacecraft and confirmed the location of the compound, and I can understand why she wants to see them again.
As the four kids in our party excitedly play the “who gets which chair” game then just as excitedly strap themselves in, I quietly suggest to Eva that it’s probably best if she doesn’t look out of the window too much once we hit daylight.
I’ve seen some positive signs from the sky, but I’ve also seen a whole lot of depressing scenes.
Eva takes the front window seat nonetheless, closest to the plane’s only bathroom.
I keep Laika at my feet for take off, where he’s going to be safest.
All of the seats are taken this time, meaning I can’t strap him in. It’s going to be a smoother ride than last time, though, like Driver and I talked about, so there are no concerns there.
Once we’re cruising, I’ll be happy to let him out and I’m sure he’ll be happy to spread his wings a little. He’s already comfortable around Lorien’s family and the children all seem to like him as much as Joe does, so there will be no problems there.
Driver makes a playful announcement over the intercom for the children’s benefit, which has the intended effect of making them all smile. She keeps talking even as we take off and Eva clasps my hand increasingly tightly.
“This is better than the last flight I took,” Eva says, leaning in close. “We didn’t know what was going on and really didn’t think we’d ever see you again.”
“Well, those messages you sent from the plane with your location in the metadata were the only thing that kept me going,” I tell her.
She nods slightly before leaning her head on my shoulder. “We’re together now,” she says.
I glance out the window beyond her.
Normally I would see lights and the other telltale signs of life getting further away as we climb, but not today.
Today, the sprawling highways are lifeless.
But at least we’re still here to see anything, I think to myself.
And whatever it takes, I’m going to keep fighting.
For what feels like forever, I’ve been fighting to make sure Zola can’t make things even worse.
But given the number of people who I know are definitely alive in our bunkers, as well as however many might be surviving under the radar in less-affected parts of the world, the darkness below is bringing a new drive to the forefront of my mind.
I’m going to do whatever it takes to make sure things get better. Those lights are going back on. The world is going to rebuild.
Whatever it takes to undo as much of Zola’s damage as possible, I’m going to do it. And whatever might have to come afterwards, New Zealand is where it starts.
I don’t know what else this monster can possibly throw at me next, but I’ve withstood everything he’s thrown so far.
And now, with a much fuller team at my side than I’ve had while dealing with the rest of it, I’m as ready as a man could be.
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I definitely didn’t expect to sleep for the better part of eleven hours. But believe me: I’m sure as hell not going to complain about it.
To say a solid rest was overdue would be the understatement of the century.
I know a hot meal is too much to ask right now, but just the shower and sleep have me feeling a whole lot better than I did before we got ready to set off.
Eva is still out like a light when I wake. No surprise, really, given all she’s had to deal with in the past few days. When I look around I see that the kids are asleep, too, as well as Lorien and Harvey.
Only Sasha is awake.
She waves from her seat on the opposite side of the aisle when she hears me stir.
“Any big news?” I ask quietly.
She shakes her head. “Some good information about what we can expect at the compound, though. I’ve spoken with the Scottish guy who worked at the space center. He doesn’t know anything about a survival bunker nearby. It’s all one giant compound and the area we need is going to be the above-ground part. It blends into the landscape but it’s not underground. There must be a secret bunker entrance inside. See?”
Sasha turns her laptop towards me.
Sure enough, I see what she’s talking about.
Her screen shows one large image of the compound’s entrance. It’s been shot from ground level.
The area is grassy, with decorative fountains and stone sculptures of various styles and sizes. Really, I would believe her if she told me I was looking at any one of a dozen corporate campuses in Silicon Valley.
I can see there are a lot of thumbnails on the left side of her screen, showing different angles and areas. I’ll have a much closer look at these before we head out.
Even if all she was doing was effectively collating and sharing information like this, as Shaun did in Virginia, Sasha would be a priceless member of our team. But given Hart’s earlier words about the young woman’s technical skills, which could majorly help me in the heat of the moment when I’m actually inside the compound, I wouldn’t be surprised if she ends up reaching MVP status.
“There’s another section of the compound that we think might be worth looking at, too,” Sasha says. “There are no photos of the interior, but another bunker has shown us 25-year-old architectural planning permission documents from the site. There’s something that looks like a monument but is actually a multi-story building. We don’t know what it’s for, but it’s in a prime spot. It’s probably linked to the rest of the compound by underground walkways. It’s been there for much longer than the space center. We have planning documents for that too, but nothing for an underground bunker. The footage from the Australian flyover showed us the concealed entrance ramp which might go underground. We couldn’t tell from the footage. You know, when the pilot was taken in. Even that ramp we saw… it isn’t visible in any documents or the pre-flyover images we have. It’s completely concealed until they open it.”
“So we’re heading for the above ground entrance to the space center?” I ask.
“We are,” she says. “And we have an interior layout for that. If the thing Zola wants you to retrieve is in the bunker part, he’ll have to show you the way. The communications system is going to be in the accessible building, though. And thanks to all of our data, I know exactly where. Our Scottish friend has confirmed this layout is correct.”
Eva wakes before much longer. As amazed as I was to learn how much time has passed since we boarded, she makes a quick move for the bathroom. Someone kindly closed all of the window blinds — probably Sasha. Whoever it was, I’m sure that’s played no small part in the much-needed rest everyone else has enjoyed.
Sasha puts us in touch with Hart, who’s glad to hear our flight is progressing smoothly. Driver pops out of the cockpit when she hears us all talking, stepping through the open door.
We take a few minutes to catch-up while Sasha talks to Hart.
Driver tells me she’s slept for a few hours, with Conlan ably stepping in to keep us flying straight as he is now. After that, she confirms to Hart that everything is going to plan with the journey so far.
Hart reiterates that no real “news” as such has come in, with the Vita having received no more orders to change its course.
I’m increasingly coming to think that initial order might have originated from the Balena’s commanders rather than Zola himself. After all, even his second and more considered message didn’t make any mention of it despite Major and Williams steadfastly holding their orbit as we all agreed was the best course of action.
Zola was also clear to point out that failing to satisfy his demands — chiefly that I get to New Zealand within 24 hours — is what would draw dire consequences.
One other thing Hart shares, as what she calls a “morale pick-me-up,” is a series of images and clips recorded by surveillance drones in various areas of the world.
Some are fairly close to home, showing clear enclaves of survivors like Driver and I saw on our way to Colorado. The ones from other countries are even more uplifting. The best of all might be a shot from London. A smile crosses my face as I see a huge crowd emerging from a Tube station, which had evidently been used as a makeshift evacuation hub during the initial chaos.
The timestamp confirms that people began tentatively re-emerging to the surface several days ago.
The huge pulse-like attacks on electrical grids mean we don’t have much surveillance like this. But the fact that a drone sent out from the closest bunker just happened to record these moments gives me real hope that these kinds of scenes might not be uncommon.
Just because we can’t see them, that doesn’t mean they aren’t playing out.
It’s upsetting to reflect that crucial resources are likely to be running tragically low for survivors in the outside world. I try to take some comfort from believing that our well-stocked ERF bunkers could help people get back on their feet, once we somehow deal with Zola’s threats once and for all.
It’s also comforting to remind myself that as well as supplies, the bunkers are full of people specifically chosen for the roles they could play in rebuilding society in the aftermath of a disaster.
I don’t think any ERF bunkers are going to be providing external relief just yet. Doing so could lead to their locations becoming known, which could risk them being overrun.
I hate thinking about that kind of thing, but I know the Senior Coordinators are sworn to protect their listed evacuees as their sole priority, just like Major did so vehemently in Virginia.
Even if things ultimately work out, I think there’s bound to be a groundswell of resentment over the fact that some people were deemed more important than others. If I had been on Earth at the time and wasn’t fortunate enough to be Eva’s plus one, my shoe would have been on the same foot as those left outside to fend for themselves.
Social problems like that are ultimately solvable, though, and right now I’d be happy for the world to have them. For now, solving the riddle of how to survive Ignacio Zola and whatever he has left up his sleeve is all that counts.
I thank Hart for showing us those scenes, since they really do serve as a further reminder of all we’re fighting for. Reuniting with Joe and Eva was my driving force for so long. Now that I’m with them their safety is still what matters most. But this is far from the first time my thoughts have turned to the other families who weren’t fortunate enough to make it into bunkers.
Until now, though, my thoughts in that regard have been based around anger and vengeance. I wanted to make Zola pay for what he did to them.
Now it’s different. Now I know his actions before we stopped the motherlode detonation didn’t wipe out as much of the population as I thought. As unprecedented as the destruction is, it even seems feasible that they didn’t kill anywhere near as many innocent people as I feared.
Now, I’m motivated by an urge to make sure he can’t harm a single one of those plucky survivors any more than he already has. And beyond that, I want to help them all return to some kind of normality as soon as possible.
All of that is even stronger than my drive to make Zola pay.
And with how difficult I feel like things are still going to be, I’ll take extra motivation to stay strong wherever I can find it.
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Eventually, Joe rouses from his sleep. I’m not sure exactly when he dozed off, but I wouldn’t think it was much later than us. He might have been playing with the other kids, though, so I guess I can’t be sure.
The fact Lorien and Harvey are still asleep hints that maybe the kids were up late and they took care of them. If that’s the case, they’re already proving themselves worthy teammates. I naturally still hope that Harvey’s security experience doesn’t have to come in handy, and that everyone in the Colorado bunker stays just as safe as we do.
That would effectively negate the need for their family having to come with us. But still, I really can’t begrudge their desire to get out of the bunker — especially after what happened to the Virginia facility.
Joe makes a fair amount of noise without meaning to, but doesn’t wake anyone else. I call him over, telling him to be careful of Laika’s cage.
I planned to let Laika out, but he’s been soundly sleeping since almost right after take-off. Vicki in Virginia told me macaws need more sleep than people, and the poor guy certainly hasn’t been getting that much lately.
“Hey there, stranger,” Eva greets Joe as he climbs onto my lap. “Did you get to sleep just after us?”
He shakes his head.
“It was a long time. Tyler couldn’t sleep and he was moving a lot.”
If their sleep was as late and disrupted as it sounds, I can understand why Lorien and Harvey look like they’ve been tranquilized.
“Aww, you should have come to us,” Eva says, ruffling Joe’s hair.
“I didn’t want to wake you,” he says, snuggling into my shoulder like he’s got another few hours in him yet.
The only problem there is that I’m going to need to use the bathroom myself pretty soon, as well as find some calories and stretch my halfway seized-up legs.
“We’re getting pretty close, Joe,” Driver tells him, reading my expression. “Do you want to see the cockpit?”
And that’s all it takes. Just like that, tiredness is a memory.
I grab my chance, taking care of everything I need to while she’s showing him the view from up ahead. Eva opens her window blind slightly and reveals the blue ocean below. She doesn’t open it all the way and closes it pretty quickly, making sure it doesn’t disturb our sleeping companions.
Joe isn’t gone for long, since there isn’t that much to see and he obviously can’t touch any of it. When he returns, he’s engaged in what seems like the end of enthusiastic conversation about kiwi birds.
“What’s your favorite animal, Luna?” he asks.
Driver blows air from her lips. “You maybe haven’t heard of them, but I like coatis.”
“I know coatis, silly!” he replies with a smile. “It’s like… a lemur mixed with a fox. I like animals a lot. But coatis aren’t my favorite. They’re not close to my favorite. Why do you like them so much?”
“I saw one at the zoo when I was about your age,” Driver says.
“But there are all kinds of animals at the zoo,” Joe replies, only growing more confused as to why she would choose that one.
I’m a little stumped myself, to be honest. For me, the snow leopard always wins — hands down.
“Well, we were on a field trip,” she goes on. “It was the first time I’d ever been to a zoo and he was the very first animal I saw. I thought he was cute, and then the sign said they live in Colombia. That’s where I’m from, too.”
I’m learning as I listen.
“Then at the end of the day we got to the gift shop and there were all kinds of plushies. Tigers, monkeys, all the popular animals. But I didn’t have as much money as the other kids so I looked at the keychains, instead. And there he was.”
As she finishes speaking, Driver lifts a thumb-sized keychain from her pocket and hands it to Joe.
“My mom was so happy to hear that I had such a good day,” Driver goes on, “I didn’t even get in trouble for spending my four dollars of food money on a keychain.”
It’s a nice story, and I have to stop myself from sharing the coincidence that the coati was the first animal in Barnet’s lab that I saw breathing.
Until then, I thought they were all dead instead of in suspended animation. If things were different and it looked likely we could ever get the little guy out of there, I’d tell her in a heartbeat. But while I’m not giving up hope, I don’t think it makes sense to give Driver another thing to worry about.
Joe hands back the keyring and climbs back onto me.
Driver tells us she’s going to take over again so Conlan can get some sleep of his own, and little Joe is dozing again before she’s even back in position.
The rest of the flight passes smoothly. Everyone is fully awake, including Laika and Joe, by the time Driver announces that we’ll be touching down soon.
I don’t talk to Lorien and Harvey for long, but they’re both still pretty upbeat despite their unsettled rest. Harvey in particular offers easy conversation that makes me feel like he’s going out of his way to keep things light and distract my mind from what lies ahead. I appreciate that and find myself liking him more and more.
Eva opens the window blind again, revealing the green landscapes that this country is famous for. Looking down at New Zealand, I realize we’re actually pretty low already.
Our location is very rural, with nothing much to see until a road becomes visible. Its shape gives the first signal of where we’re heading.
We cautiously stay further away than where the Australian pilot was shot down in his light aircraft, and my understanding is that Driver is landing in a different but roughly equidistant spot from where their main plane did.
I can’t even imagine the view from the cockpit, but watching from the side window as Driver takes us down in the middle of a long stretch of empty highway is incredible enough.
To be clear: the whole highway isn’t empty.
Nothing is moving and I’m sure we’ll get a much better view of everything from the ground, but there are more than a few vehicles in sight. Some look abandoned in seemingly random positions while others have collided, giving weight to the idea that some kind of pulse has rendered almost all unshielded technology useless.
More will become apparent soon.
For now the landing is smooth, even though the plane’s design gives us a little more in the way of physical feedback — and certainly in volume — than a commercial liner would.
“That wasn’t so bad,” Eva says, letting go of my hand after gripping it tightly.
I look out and see that Driver has brought us to a stop close to a turn-off, which I’d bet is going to lead to the ZolaCore compound.
Eva was right — the flight wasn’t bad.
But our mission starts now.
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According to the very reliable Sasha, we’re a little over four miles from the entrance to the compound.
We’re also here in good time, with a little over four hours to let Zola know I’ve arrived.
Being so close to finding out what he left behind is an odd feeling.
It’s what we came for, obviously. But actually being here is a lot different to thinking about being here.
As soon as we’ve touched down, I let Laika out of his cage. I ask him not to fly around too much — just to stretch his wings and explore a little — and the little guy is as obedient as ever.
Laika heads straight for the kids, who all welcome him with quite literally open arms. He responds happily to their hellos and subsequent comments. There’s no reference to the Zola-related shock that was preoccupying him so much before his overdue rest.
Needless to say, I’m glad of that.
Having Laika to occupy the kids like this right now proves to be a blessing, as it lets the rest of us talk about the next step.
As I thought all along, so much so that we didn’t even talk about it, Driver is adamant that she’s coming straight into the compound with me. Sasha is keen, too, like we did talk about. I’m glad to have them both on board.
And that’s it: just the three of us.
Two Harveys would have come in handy, but I’d rather have his reassuring presence here with Eva and the kids than with us in the compound.
We’re also leaving Laika behind. He doesn’t object. Instantly, this adds another reason for me to be glad Lorien brought her family along.
Laika is happy with her and the children, having bonded well in the short time they spent together. Lorien says she’s also brought along the translator and other enrichment activities that can double up as learning opportunities. That’s good news. It’ll give the kids, and Laika, something to keep themselves busy with while my trio is walking into the unknown.
All three of us are going to be wearing the contact lenses, so the others can see what we see. The footage will also be broadcast to the other bunkers.
Australia is the closest, but Colorado is the one most likely to be in direct communication with us.
We also have a link to the Vita. My understanding is that Shaun is being tasked with deciding what’s important enough for us to hear and what could be a needless distraction.
Our earpieces could come in handy for that, as well as for allowing the three of us to hear each other if we’re ever out of earshot.
Sasha tells us that Shaun and Lindell, from the Vita, will also be able to place text and other overlays in our vision. That could be useful if any directional assistance proves necessary.
She has a small phone-like device that also links up to each pair of lenses. My existing pair link up easily, saving me from having to switch them out.
The device will let us easily disable the incoming communication if it does ever get distracting, she says. It means we can do it without having to perform any advanced eye gestures or removing the lenses altogether.
That last part is especially crucial for me, since my unaided vision hardly lets me see the end of my nose. But given where we’re going, it’s also crucial for Driver and Sasha.
After all, no number of maps or layouts can give us any real idea of what the hell we’re about to walk into, and the lenses are supposedly excellent at identifying hazards that we would otherwise miss. It’s almost like having Laika.
The main reason we’re not bringing him is a practical one. The cage could just pose too much of a challenge along with other things we might have to carry. The alternative idea of letting him fly freely is a complete non-starter. That’s for his own protection more than anything else.
I can’t pretend that’s the only reason for my hesitation to have him in there with us, though. The memories are still fresh of what happened when we left this very plane at the coast. And as for what happened with my original contact lenses on the station, I don’t think those memories will ever fade.
I might see some value in bringing him inside later, once we’ve figured out the communications link and heard Zola’s next request. It all depends on what we find and how things play out.
When we’ve run through some more things with Sasha, Driver wisely decides it’s time to get going. Laika willingly steps into his cage while the door to the stairway is open. He’s a smart guy, understanding that this will only be for a few minutes until it’s closed again.
Harvey steps out and gets to helping Driver with unloading things from the cargo bay, which she’s already opened from the cockpit. Conlan goes with them, too. He greets us all for the first time since Colorado as he passes by on his way to the stairway from the cockpit.
I imagine they’re loading up the armored vehicle with the tools and other potentially useful items Hart mentioned before we left.
Eva will be able to see everything I see, via the lenses’ visual link-up to the computers Sasha is leaving behind. I’m sure she’ll want to watch every moment. I know I would if the roles were reversed, even though the four-mile distance means we’ll be firmly out of each other’s reach in a physical sense.
There are two armored vehicles, as well as the light aircraft Conlan is proficient enough to fly. But everyone understands that those are not to be used unless explicitly suggested. Sasha has been over this with them, succinctly passing on advice she’s received from Hart — who’s been conferring with Major — which is advice I’m firmly behind.
The only situation I can foresee where it would be necessary for anyone to drive the vehicle would be if ours breaks down, but even that isn’t a potential hiccup I want to let my mind linger on.
I tell Joe I’ll be back as soon as I can, dodging his follow-up questions after my barebones explanation of why I’m leaving at all. He’s a very smart kid and he knows a lot of what’s gone on in the past few days, but there’s no sense in worrying him with details.
The long and short of it is that I’m going into the compound because Zola demanded it. We’re going to find something he wants, and hopefully some other things he’d rather we didn’t see. Hope that the hurried evacuation led to more mistakes than Zola let on is the main source of optimism I can find in any of this.
“You’re going to have fun with Laika and the others,” I tell him. “And when I get back, you can tell me all about it. You guys can all think of the best questions to ask him. You could maybe even see if he knows how to help you with your puzzle? If you lay out all the pieces and ask him which one is missing, he might know. He’s great at recognizing patterns.”
“Cool!” Joe beams. “That’s a great idea. Mom, do you have my puzzle?”
Eva is already reaching for the bag it’s in before his question is out.
“Can I lay it out on the floor?” he asks.
“At the back,” Eva suggests. “Where no one will step on it.”
With Joe now gleefully occupied, Eva and I have a few moments for a goodbye-for-now.
“We had to do this,” she tells me. “I’m not going to say ‘whatever happens…’ but we did. Just like you have to keep going, all the way in.”
“I would stay with you if I could,” I tell her. It’s the truest thing in the world.
She takes hold of my hand and squeezes it gently. “I know, Ray. And I could make it harder by telling you how worried I am, but we don’t have a choice. It’s going to be hard watching you step out of this plane, and it’s going to be hard watching the video as you step into Zola’s compound.”
I sigh, wishing more and more that I didn’t have to put her through this.
“But I can only imagine how I would have felt if I’d been able to watch when you stepped out of the station for your space walk,” she goes on. “Or when you stepped into that crazy Escape Pod to hurl yourself down to Earth. Or when you got into the submarine… or when you got out of it to go into the structure at the bottom of the ocean…”
She’s almost laughing by now, seeing the funny side of all the wild risks I’ve had to take lately. But that’s the thing: I have had to take them.
I’m not a reckless man — I have far too much to live for.
And it’s all of those things, or really both of those people, that will keep pushing me forward.
“I guess I have done some pretty wild things,” I admit with a wry chuckle of my own. “But I only have to do one more. I’ll be in a car, on solid ground, and then inside an abandoned compound. No space walks, no bottom of the ocean. And I’ll be back soon. I’ll be back, Eva. Just like I promised I’d reach you from Virginia and just like I kept promising myself on the station, I’ll be back at your side soon.”
“I’ll be right here,” she replies. “Just keep your wits about you, like you have so far. Okay? Nothing off-script. You’re not having to do everything on your own anymore. This time you’ve got a whole great team of people all around the world — and above it — who all want you to succeed. Don’t forget that, okay?”
I nod. It’s a good reminder.
“Joe,” I call, beckoning him over for a goodbye hug. He runs quickly, in a way that makes me think he’s more interested in getting back to the puzzle than getting to me.
I don’t mind that one bit. The less of a big moment this feels like for him, the better.
Lorien and Harvey wish me luck, clearly picking up on the vibe that we’re trying to keep this light. Their three kids, helping Joe with his task of laying out the puzzle pieces face-up for Laika to look through, wave without a whole lot of interest. Again, I’d much prefer this than any signs of concern.
Just as I’m turning to Eva one last time, Driver appears at the top of the stairs.
“Ready when you are, Ray,” she says. “And I’ll see the rest of you soon. Thanks for making it such an easy flight, especially with all the kids. I can’t pretend I wasn’t expecting a little bit more chaos in here. Until I get back, Conlan is in charge of everything related to the plane. That’s everything — lights, doors, cargo bay. I’m not being a stickler, but he’s read the internal operations manual and you guys haven’t. Okay? Eva is in charge of everything else.”
“Like what?” Eva asks.
Driver shrugs. “Whatever comes up. You can delegate if you want, I’m just laying out a chain of command. It’s Ray out there and it’s you in here. We’ll be back soon.”
I don’t really know what Driver is getting at or why someone needs to be appointed as the group’s de facto executive decision maker in my absence, but no one has any objections. She’s gone before her words stop echoing.
“I love you,” Eva tells me, leaning in for a kiss.
“I love you, too,” I reply. “I’ll be back once we’ve found… something… and once we’ve done… something. I’d be more specific if I could.”
That makes her smile, preventing the emotion from bubbling over, as I intended.
I walk out and down the stairway without another backwards glance. Conlan goes up as soon as I’m down, then presses the control to recall the fold-out stairway and close the door.
The air is pleasantly warm and the sun is beating down.
I take a look at the imposing black armored 4x4 that’s going to take us to the compound. Sasha is already inside and the trunk is loaded.
“How are you feeling?” Driver asks, studying my face.
I hesitate, searching for an answer that’s neither a lie nor likely to make her worried about my state of mind.
“We’ve done scarier things than this,” I tell her.
She slaps me on the back, and tilts her head towards the car. “Thatta boy. Now let’s get it done.”
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Our car feels like the kind of thing President Williams would be driven around in. Seriously: there’s more weight in the armored doors than I would believe if I wasn’t feeling it for myself.
We landed as close to the right turn-off as Driver could get us, within the parameters of which parts of the highway were empty. She tells me she used the images Sasha gave her, captured by the Australians, to pick our spot.
The highway is sparse enough to make me think it was a quiet time of day here when everything went down. As Driver sets off, we pass a few cars before we reach the turn-off. None of them are occupied.
We don’t pass any that have collided, which is probably a good thing. I think the empty ones were abandoned, probably when Zola’s concentrated energy pulses rendered them useless. To my eye, it looks like that was the worst thing that happened here.
But the crumpled cars I saw from the plane might not be so empty.
After all, if no vehicles were working after the pulses hit then I don’t know how any bodies — badly injured or worse — could have been easily transported. I also don’t know where everyone has gone.
“How did everything look from above before we came in to land?” I ask Driver. I’m in the front passenger seat, which Sasha had left empty when taking her seat in the back.
“I didn’t see any clear movement,” she replies. “By the time I would have been low enough to see people, we were well away from the urban areas, though. And I’ll tell you this for sure: I didn’t see anything like the signs of damage we saw at home. It’s all been pretty green. We can’t be sure what kind of pulse hit, but there could easily be a lot of survivors around here.”
“Like, close around here?” I push. “Do you think maybe we should leave the plane somewhere else? Less conspicuous, maybe?”
Driver slows the car to a halt and turns to me. “I didn’t choose the spot at random, okay? We can’t bring them closer without having to worry about Zola’s air defense systems at the compound and we couldn’t go too much further, either. There aren’t going to be any looters out there. And remember, they’re in a giant plane. There’s no way up and no way in. I need you to tell me you understand that they’re safer there than anywhere else, Ray. We can’t afford to have you worrying about the wrong things.”
“Yeah, I really don’t think that’s something to worry about,” Sasha chimes in. “I’ve already sent up surveillance drones in this area and they’re now being controlled by a team in the Australian bunker. So if there was somehow any real threat, they’d know and Conlan could fly them away from trouble if he absolutely had to.”
While I’m sure Harvey’s hands are more than capable of protecting my family as well as his own, Sasha’s rundown of our broader reasons to feel confident does help to ease my mind.
Driver sets off again, taking the turn and then picking up some real speed as we head down a narrower and more consistently empty road.
I start to recognize things pretty quickly from the images Sasha showed me earlier, due to both the short distance we’ve had to cover and the speed Driver has chosen to reach.
We’re going fast, but I’m calm. I’d trust her to drive twice as fast through a 15-foot wide tunnel at this point, after all the vehicles she’s controlled for us and the legendary getaway story I’ve heard from her troubled youth.
“Here we are,” Driver says as we come to the end of the road, where it continues around a decorative roundabout before entering a totally deserted parking lot.
The sign contains only two words:
ZOLACORE SOUTHEAST.
The font has the same kind of Silicon Valley vibe as everything else I’ve already seen from Sasha’s image, and it’s all very surreal to see it up close.
We can now see the compound’s glass-fronted main entrance, under the grass roof that makes it all but invisible from above. My eyes are then drawn to a large monument beyond the far edge of the parking lot. I’m still thinking of it as a monument, at least, but it’s the structure Sasha pointed out as likely being an occupied building disguised as a monument.
Driver parks right outside the main entrance, understandably enough.
“No sudden movements and nothing unplanned,” she says. “Sasha, this is mainly for you. Ray has been down in the mud before. You haven’t. Stick by me and we won’t have any problems.”
Sasha can’t be more than a year or two younger than Driver, and she’s very assured in the way she carries and asserts herself in most situations. Now, though, the tense expression on her face is befitting of a young cadet being briefed by their most intimidating superior.
“I’ll stay right behind you,” she says. “I’m here to handle the technical stuff and help Ray however he asks. Everyone is in my ear a lot more than they’re in you guys’. I’m the go between. I won’t get in the way.”
I turn to Driver. “You know, you don’t have to come in,” I tell her, finally saying it out loud. I’ll only say it once, giving her the chance to sit this out. “You could be our eyes out here?”
She opens her door and steps out. “I don’t have time to waste answering bullshit questions like that and you don’t have time to waste asking them,” she grunts, closing it just as fast.
I hear Sasha snort out an instinctive half-laugh before she gets hold of it.
“Sorry,” she says. “But she is pretty funny. And pretty bad ass.”
I can’t pretend Sasha is wrong. “Just do what she says and you’ll be fine. And hey… you will be fine.”
Sasha nods, enough times to make me think it’s a nervous way of psyching herself up. “Thanks.”
“And if you are hearing a lot more from the others in your earpiece than we are…”
“Yeah?”
“I’d rather you tell me more than less,” I say. “I totally get why it’s better to go through you, if I’m having to focus on stuff in there. But err on the side of oversharing, okay? I won’t be irritated or anything like that. You’ve been doing great. We’re all seriously glad you volunteered and I don’t think Hart was very happy to lose you.”
“That means a lot,” Sasha smiles. “The extra analysis and data work Hart brought me in to do is all I’ve had to keep me sane, you know? I don’t want to say it, but there were times in the past few days before you reached us when I was wishing I hadn’t been evacuated. None of my family were. None of my friends.”
“You can’t think like that, Sasha,” I tell her. “People have made it on the outside. We don’t know how many and we don’t know where, but we know they have. And what we’re doing here — what you’re doing here and what you have been doing in Colorado — is going to make sure everyone keeps making it. Okay?”
Driver knocks three times on the window by her door.
“Yeah,” Sasha says, wiping her eyes. “Thanks, Ray. For real.”
“Oh, so you are joining me?” Driver quips as I step out. There’s a slight grin on her face. She’s no longer abrasive in the way she was when we first met, even if it might look like that to someone on the outside, and I’m getting the sense she’s treating me like a friend now.
I’ve known a lot of people like that — usually guys, to be fair — who are “nicest” to people they know only a little. There’s affection behind the brusqueness now. I’ve swung all the way around from stranger to friend, and now I’m getting the real Driver.
“I’m going to look over the top of the crest,” I say, defying a sign to keep off the grass.
I want to walk above the concealed entrance to get a view of what lies beyond. This isn’t only to satisfy my own curiosity, but also for the countless people who I know are going to be watching my visual feed courtesy of the lenses hooked up to Sasha’s device and then the plane’s communications system.
When I reach the top after a quick jog that my legs probably won’t thank me for later, I don’t have to look very far to see the spot where the Balena took off. There’s launch debris scattered around the area, as well as scarring on the ground.
It feels increasingly surreal to be here, having seen it all from the safe distance of the Virginia bunker’s war room. It’s also very strange how different the layout of the compound’s exterior feels from the ground compared to in those aerial views.
“Ray, could you stay right there and focus on the launch area?” Sasha’s voice says through my earpiece.
My other ear hears her much more quietly from her position beside the car. The earpieces only automatically kick in if they think we’re too far apart to hear each other naturally.
“I’m going to zoom in,” she goes on. “They want a clear shot of the debris and the ground.”
I don’t fully realize what she means until my entire vision zooms in. It’s jarring at first, causing me to blink several times, but it’s also incredibly impressive. I can’t remember Lindell or Isaac telling me the lenses have a remote optical zoom feature like this, and the applications seem almost limitless.
“Thanks,” she says. “Returning to normal…”
And just like that, my regular vision is back. Well, my still-corrected but un-zoomed vision, to be precise.
It’s incredible to think that only a few days ago I was scrambling for my life on Zola’s space station, all alone in a pair of makeshift glasses I threw together with glue and rough cuts of a magnification panel. Here I am now at his secret space center and bunker complex, with vision so improved it might as well be bionic and with a whole team of people helping me move forward.
The situation we’re in is anything but comfortable and I know something has to give very soon, but it could be a whole lot worse. Hell, it has been.
I get back to my teammates after another quick jog, which is naturally easier on the way down.
“Thought I’d get in some sightseeing with our extra time,” I say to Driver, preempting a comment that was probably coming my way along those lines.
She grins and fights a laugh. “Let’s do this.”
I step forward towards the doors. Sasha has a large backpack that probably contains all of the hard drives and other technical equipment our teams suggested for her to bring. I feel like I should be carrying it since it looks pretty heavy and she can’t be much more than half my weight, but my main thought at the moment is whether it’ll contain the controlled explosive devices Hart mentioned.
If not, I hope they’re in the car because I can’t imagine these doors are going to be open.
I walk forward first, feeling like that’s my responsibility as the invited party and reason we’re all here. I reach for the glass door, which looks like it’s going to be a pull-open.
Nope.
I try pushing instead.
Nope.
I turn to Sasha. “Do you have the explo—”
An unexpected and explosive sound interrupts my question.
Instinctively, I duck for cover and yell out:
“What the hell was that?”
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I see what caused the shattering sound before my heartbeat gets a chance to race too far away from me, but there’s still a fair degree of shock.
To my left, Driver is standing in front of a fully smashed panel of glass.
A very large rock lies just beyond it.
“After you,” she says.
Sasha puts a hand to her earpiece. “They didn’t like that,” she relays.
“Neither did I,” I say. “Driver, no sudden moves! You said it yourself. What the hell was that?”
“We don’t have time to play with locks and we don’t have explosives to waste when rocks will do,” Driver grunts in reply. “My job is getting you in and getting you out, okay? That’s what I’m good at. Let me do it, okay?”
Okay… now she’s starting to sound a little abrasive again. It’s a high-stress situation, so I can understand some of that. But it’s also a high-stakes situation, and we really can’t be doing reckless things like throwing rocks through glass without at least telling each other first.
“I just need you to talk to me,” I say, keeping my response measured. “Please. No surprises. I’m on edge already. We all are.”
She doesn’t react much, and looks as though she expected me to be angrier. I think she regrets it, but there’s no real harm done. We’re getting in, and that’s what counts.
I step in through the smashed panel, taking care to watch my arms and telling the others to do the same behind me.
Like the parking lot and entrance, the interior of the reception area is most remarkable for its unremarkableness. It feels like it could be an upscale medical center.
Once we’re all in, Sasha points towards a door to the left and tells us it should take us towards the secret space research labs where our distant ally Lewis Cameron used to work at in this compound.
We reach it before long, and I’m as glad as I am surprised to find it open. Elevators lie ahead, probably out of service, with a stairway through another door.
“I think the stairs are our safest bet,” Sasha says from behind me. “Down two floors and we’ll be reaching the right areas. The communications center should be there, too.”
“Let’s go,” Driver approves.
As I reach for the door, another message comes from behind me.
But this time, it brings my feet to a juddering halt.
It’s not Driver. It’s not Sasha.
The voice is male, and the message is stark:
“What the hell do you think you are doing in here?”
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As an unknown voice pierces the silence, as well as any illusion that we’re in control of this situation, I momentarily freeze.
Of all the things my mind could have foreseen going wrong here, finding out that the compound is still occupied wasn’t one of them.
Unless he’s an intruder, too, I think to myself. Unless he’s just in here looking for supplies and thinks we’re doing the same…
It’s still not what we wanted, though. And the guy’s tone is anything but diplomatic. His words are heavily accented — Italian, I think — and his voice is more than a little husky.
After what can only be a few seconds of hesitation, my whole body turns towards him. I hold my hands out and raise them to indicate that we don’t mean any harm.
This could only make any difference if he is a trespasser, with no business being in here besides a desire to stay alive amid a global societal collapse.
It really can only have been a few seconds, but by the time I turn around, Driver has hold of the guy.
He grunts in futile discomfort as she grabs his arms and wrenches them behind his back. I’m more than a little surprised to see how old he is. He has to be at least 65 and could easily be a decade older than that. He’s smartly dressed in slacks and a long-sleeved blue shirt, buttoned to the top, which bears a logo I don’t recognize.
“Get me something to cuff him!” she booms.
Sasha immediately drops her backpack to the ground and opens a side compartment. I see pepper spray and a nightstick-like implement before she pulls out the handcuffs and hurries behind the man to help Driver.
The man is holding my eyes. There’s no fight in him. “Who are you and what do you want?” he asks.
The accent is definitely Italian, I can tell now. As for his tone and broader demeanor? Well, now that he’s restrained and a level of panic has understandably crept in, I’m certain he really doesn’t know who I am.
And while that doesn’t tell us who he is or why he’s here, I feel like it’s a strong sign that he’s not in on everything.
“You first,” I demand.
Just as I say this, Sasha comes back around to the front. Driver, meanwhile, pushes a firm elbow into the man’s upper back.
He winces.
“Go easy,” I tell her. “I want to talk.”
She doesn’t look best pleased by the intervention, but immediately loosens her grip on the man’s cuffed hands and removes her other arm from his back.
“Thank you,” he says, still looking into my eyes.
“Talk,” I demand. “Who are you?”
“Carlo. Carlo Bianchi.”
If he’s lying, we’ll know in no time. Countless people in our ERF around the world are watching the visual streams from our lenses, and those facilities house untold numbers of intelligence agents with all kinds of backed-up offline databases at their disposal.
They’ll have been working on a positive ID from the moment his face came into view, and with a name to work with they’ll already be looking up everything there is to find about this guy.
“Who do you work for?” I ask.
He narrows his eyes in confusion, as if it should be obvious. “Zola.”
Driver raises her eyebrows behind him. There’s no doubt what she’s wondering: why in the hell are we wasting time with niceties.
“You work for ZolaCore?” I push.
“No no no,” he says, shaking his head briskly. “I worked at the Valerio Institute.”
Sasha steps towards me, urgency in her movements. “Conlan says he’s heard of that,” she relays, evidently hearing it through her earpiece. Hers is open to receive everything from the others, while mine and Driver’s are limited to what’s deemed exceptionally important by those watching on.
This feels exceptionally important, and within a few seconds I’m glad to hear Conlan’s words in my ear, too. Clearly he’s activated the option on the computer in the plane to talk to us, and Sasha only knew first because she was hearing his live reaction.
I raise a finger to Carlo, telling him to be quiet. I need to hear what Conlan is telling me:
“Valerio was Zola’s only surviving sibling of the other quadruplets,” Conlan says via my earpiece. “He had developmental disabilities due to all of the birth complications, more mental than Zola’s own physical challenges. He died at sixteen and we can go over all of that again later, but for now the main things is that Zola said Valerio had the most brilliant mind he had ever known. He said Valerio saw things in ways other people didn’t and that it was a tragedy the world didn’t understand or care for people like him. He considered him exceptionally wise as well as exceptionally kind — the opposite of inferior to anyone else he encountered. Zola never mentioned an institute, but in the last few years there have been rumors of some kind of facility for… I don’t know how you might put it… perhaps ‘special’ children. A father somewhere in Eastern Europe was found to be concealing something during a family court proceeding and that’s the only public record, but there were other voices coming forward about similar things. The others can look into this, but it could be the same Institute. Don’t let it sway you on anything, though. See what he tells you.”
Needless to say, this only leaves me with even more questions.
“We have a positive ID on the name,” another voice speaks in my earpiece. I recognize it as Elana Hart’s, coming all the way from Colorado via the plane’s radios. “He’s telling the truth about that, at least. He also has an academic background in childcare, but his employment records have been blank for over 20 years. He’s off the grid… last known address was in Italy, also 22 years ago.”
Well, that’s certainly something.
“What is the Valerio Institute?” I ask Carlo.
“What do you want here?” he replies.
I harden my gaze. “Tell me about your work at the Institute. You’re in no position to ask questions.”
With a deep sigh, Carlo seems to resign himself to this reality. “I worked with boys who are too pure for this world. Boys like Valerio, Nacho’s brother. Boys whose families could not care for them or did not want the burden. Boys who the world turned its back on. Boys who have more to give than this world could see — boys with more good in their hearts than the world cared to notice, whose differences were ignorantly dismissed as inferiorities.”
Okay. Now I really don’t know what to say.
“Where are they?” Driver demands, grabbing Carlo forcefully once more. “Where are the kids?”
Wincing again, he turns his head to see her. “They have gone,” he coughs out.
“Where?” she pushes.
“To their new world,” Carlo says. “To be free.”
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“The kids from your Institute are on the Balena?” I ask, trying to make sense of what Carlo is telling us.
He nods. “I helped them to board and settle in the capsules. We had been planning and rehearsing that moment for years. We had been talking about it for two decades, even before we had the technologies. But then it all happened so fast. I could not even talk to Nacho. The ZolaCore staff told me we had to leave immediately. The threat was too imminent. And so soon after the first attacks, they said we couldn’t wait around. But I could not talk to Nacho! He always told me to make sure I was the last one out of here when the day came. The staff said things had changed, but I could not take their word over his. I did not want the boys to go without me, but I had to protect them and I could not leave the others.”
It takes a serious effort to keep my mind on track. We’re getting somewhere here, but everything Carlo says in answer to one question seems to raise at least two more.
“What others?” I ask.
“The evacuees who we did not have time to board,” Carlo says.
I gulp. “There are still people here?”
“Almost all of them,” he nods. “Everyone who arrived for the first evacuation, to go underground… none of them boarded when the space evacuation began. The only people who made it were the boys, the rest of the Institute’s support staff, and the ZolaCore crew for the Balena. The threat from the terrorists was too immediate. We had to prioritize and get the boys off Earth in case we were infiltrated. That is what they said. And I helped, because the boys were the priority. I did not know there were others who would arrive to make the trip, but my order was to be the last person out of here. I could not break that order. If Nacho really is safe but out of reach, like they told me, I know he will come back when he can. He will not leave the others.”
“Where are they?” I push.
“Downstairs,” Carlo says. “There is a survival bunker beneath this facility. I did not even know it existed until they arrived. Nacho is a good man. He wanted to save as many as he could. He spent all of this money for that reason. And there has been no second attack. I know he is coming back for the others. If the terrorists have done as much damage as I was told and there is no world outside for the others to go back to, Nacho will take as many people as he can to the new world. All of them. And if you let me go — if you show mercy to an old man — I will even ask if you can come with us.”
Wow.
Sasha, still near me, leans in to whisper again: “Lorien says Laika is looking at your visual feed, and he says this guy is telling the truth. He really doesn’t know.”
This poor sap. The list of what he doesn’t know seems endless, but there’s only one place I can start:
“Carlo, Zola did this. Zola is the terrorist.”
The old man’s expression doesn’t change. It’s like I might as well be saying two plus two equals five — what I’m telling him doesn’t register as a surprise, because it just doesn’t compute.
“His guys set up the detonation, Carlo, so they could get what they need to reach this new world you’re talking about. It’s a planet called Bayzen 108b, close by the standard of other exoplanets but still almost unfathomably far away. We know everything and we can prove it all. We have all the evidence you could ever want to see. Zola was in suspended animation on the Beacon. In a capsule, probably like the kind you mentioned helping your boys into on the Balena. They were planning to evacuate everyone from this place in a few more days, before the second detonation, but we found the location and they sped up the timeline. Zola is awake now. We also stopped the second detonation, but he’s still threatening us. There are people in bunkers all over the world. Innocent people. We’re doing everything we can to keep them alive, and Zola’s threats forced me to come here to find something his staff left behind. He wants me to take it to him on the Beacon.”
This time, Carlo’s expression does change. It’s still not exactly surprise… more like disbelief.
“No,” he says. “You lie. What do you want here? There is nothing for you. Go back to where you came from and take your lies with you.”
Sasha opens her bag again, pulling out the small tablet computer that can control our lenses. She navigates through several options on the screen, taking what feels like a full minute as Driver and I share a thoughtful glance over what we’ve just heard and Carlo stands defiantly between us.
“Okay,” Sasha says, handing the screen to Driver. “Show him this. It’s Zola’s messages and then a few other clips and images to give him proof of what we’re saying. We need to keep moving and let him know we’re here. If we have any trouble setting up the comms, we’re going to wish we hadn’t taken any longer on this right now.”
She’s right — dead right.
“You’re the only person up here, right?” I say to Carlo. “And believe me: lying to us isn’t going to help you.”
He nods curtly. “There’s no one else above ground.”
“Do you know anything about the communications systems in this place, in the space research areas?”
“No,” Carlo says. “All I know about this place is that the staff worked on mining and space travel. My work was in the Institute. My life was in the Institute.”
“Where is it?” I push.
“You will have seen it,” he replies. “Outside, off to the left of the windows you smashed.”
The monument, I realize. It was occupied, like Sasha thought.
We couldn’t have imagined it would have been used for anything like what Carlo has revealed, but her hunch based on the architectural plans was right.
The layouts we have for the space research areas of this compound offer more than a hunch of where we have to go next, too. So while Driver shows Carlo the truth about Zola, hoping our revelation of his lies and betrayal will win a potentially useful new ally, Sasha and I are going to continue on in the direction we were headed before the interruption.
If anything, what’s going to happen next just became more uncertain with everything Carlo has told us.
The fact there are apparently evacuees under our feet who didn’t make it onto the Balena massively changes the equation, and actually makes me feel physically safer here than I did on arrival. These were the people Zola wanted to evacuate — he’s not going to order any hits here, like he did on Virginia to send a message.
The people in his bunker clearly weren’t chosen with the same priority as “the boys” from the Valerio Institute Carlo has unsettlingly told us about. There’s a lot more to unpack on that, but for now we have to let Zola know we’re here.
That’s what we came here to do.
We have a whole lot more leverage than we did before we got here, I figure, and that can only count in our favor.
Sasha and I continue through the door she identified earlier, into a corridor that will lead us to the space center. Lewis Cameron, who used to work here, is watching on from Scotland and will keep us right if we make any missteps in following the identified route.
The corridor’s overhead lights come to life as we walk, with the next 15 or 20 feet always illuminated.
Before long, we reach a door at the end of the corridor which turns out to be locked.
I ask Sasha to get one of the small controlled explosives from her bag, like the kind I used in the undersea structure and really could have done with on the Beacon, where locked doors caused me so many problems and held me up for so long.
She steps back as I place it by the lock and set it for 30 seconds.
“It won’t be too loud,” I tell her, “but you’re going to want to cover your ears.”
I cover mine, too.
The device — created for this very purpose — works just as I wanted it to.
I lead the way through the now-impotent door, stepping into an expansive room that looks a lot more like what I expected to find here.
The vast circular room has doors all around, likely leading to various labs. It’s fully lit, maybe automatically since the door was opened, and my eyes don’t know what to take in first.
It’s almost like everything we’ve seen so far has been a front, from the sanitized corporate exterior to the cookie-cutter reception. But this is the real deal.
This is where the magic happens.
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“Are you guys okay there?” Driver asks through our earpieces. “That bang was pretty loud.”
“Yeah,” I reply. “We’re in. Are you still okay with Carlo?”
“He’s still watching this stuff,” she replies. “We’re making a believer.”
Being able to multi-task like this is another advantage of no longer being on my own, but right now I’m primarily glad to have Sasha at my side for her technical skills.
As a colleague of Lindell in the field of optical enhancement, as well as an evident whiz with data and computers, she’s generally a lot more adept than me at the kinds of things we’re aiming to do next.
A vast curved control desk lies ahead of us, under an equally huge curved screen above. It feels like we’re standing in a mission control room like you’d see in a movie scene. There are a lot of chairs, all empty.
Our main order of business is letting Zola know we’re here, inside his 24-hour deadline.
I know Sasha is going to do something else first, though: connect some of our data-scouring devices from the Colorado bunker to the systems in front of us.
These devices have come from the intelligence agencies and are similar to the technology we used in Virginia during our robotic scouting mission to the Beacon, when Driver and I gathered high-priority hard drives and phones and brought them for analysis inside the probe we sent up.
We’ve had no problem accessing any ZolaCore data so far, even on the high-security black box I brought during my physical descent from the Beacon, which is a reassuring sign that Zola at least isn’t ahead of the agencies in that regard. We have the advantage when it comes to data analysis, and whatever Sasha can scrape from these systems could prove majorly beneficial.
I let her work in silence for the two or three minutes it takes her to identify where to insert her small drives.
After waiting for their tiny LEDs to blink green, she then connects them to a box-like device, which she says will transmit the data to our plane and then onwards to everyone else for analysis.
Thinking back to my time on the station, when I had to manually unlock every phone by holding them in front of my colleagues’ dead faces, I really do recognize the benefits of having such an extensive and skilled team behind me.
On the Beacon, I really was the last man standing. And for a while, I really thought I might have been the only person left anywhere.
But now it’s Zola who is alone on that station. Sure, he has allies on the Balena. But he also has a lot of highly skilled and knowledgeable enemies on the Vita and in our ERF bunkers.
Unlike when I found his sleeping body taunting me in that capsule, he’s up against a lot more than one guy with a parrot and a robot for company.
And just like Carlo is currently learning what a conniving scumbag his boss really was, I don’t think the people in the bunker beneath us are going to take too kindly to finding out they’ve been left behind.
When we figure out the best way of breaking that news, the list of people who want to take Zola down is only going to grow even further.
“Okay, now to let him know we’re here,” Sasha says. “The data-scraping drives should be untraceable even if someone is monitoring activity on these systems. No one is going to know we’re here unless the security systems and everything else are still live. But either way, he asked you to let him know. He explicitly said you have to ‘broadcast a message to signal your arrival.’ Those were his words. Anything will do.”
As Sasha looks around the countless controls and touchscreens on the massive multi-person desk in front of us, she repeatedly holds a finger to her earpiece to hear what has to be an overwhelming amount of well-intentioned input from those watching on from afar.
I know from the station that ZolaCore systems aren’t too hard to navigate, even without the natural skill Sasha has for it, so I don’t think this will take long.
Sure enough, within another minute or so I’m looking at a powered-up touchscreen with a familiar menu layout.
“This is like on the Beacon,” I tell her. There was no delay in finding a way to log-in with administrator privileges this time, thanks to whatever Sasha and another small device she’s plugged in to one of the system’s ports have done. But other than that, it suddenly feels very like when I first gained access to the computers in the Control Center.
“Then please,” she says, holding a hand toward the screen. “If you know where you’re going…”
I step to her side and look for the radio option I found last time. “Here, I think,” I tell her.
She nods.
I tap my way in and then take a deep breath before I start broadcasting a message. The situation could hardly be more inverted from last time, when I was in space trying to send a message to Earth in the hope some survivors might hear it.
Now I’m sending a message up to space, to the man responsible for killing so many already — and the man we’re fighting to stop from going even further.
I psych myself, then hit the button and lean towards the screen.
“This is Ray Barclay,” I say. “I came in good faith and I’m here on time. Now what?”
A sound visualization on the screen shows that it’s picked up my voice okay, so I hit broadcast without listening back.
I gulp again as soon as it’s out there.
There’s no relief from getting this part of the job done.
This was the only thing I knew I had to do, and the need to do it was strong enough to bring my family all the way to New Zealand.
The final two words of my broadcast really do sum up how I’m feeling:
Now what?
“What do you think it’s going to be?” I ask Sasha. “What do you think Zola wants us to send to the station?”
“Bring,” she replies in a low tone. “He said he wants you to bring it to him. Not send it up.”
I sigh. Yeah… he did say that. I guess my mind was trying to forget.
“And you’re seriously asking?” she goes on. “You don’t think it’s pretty obvious what he’s so angry and upset that his guys were left behind? You don’t think it’s pretty obvious what’s still here that he needs for the new world?”
I shake my head.
“Ray… it’s Carlo.”
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The more I think about Sasha’s suggestion as we walk back to Driver and Carlo, the more it makes sense.
I think we really are here for Carlo.
Carlo was supposed to be evacuated but refused to leave anyone behind. Leaving people behind wasn’t in the original plan, and Zola wasn’t awake to clarify his wishes for the Balena’s rushed departures.
With what we’ve already heard from Carlo about the years he’s spent in the Institute, it seems like he was a crucial part of Zola’s plan. That plan has some brand new elements now, which are even harder to get my head around than what we already knew.
Everything with Zola is a surprise. This is on another level, though. We know from previous analyses of flight logs that many billionaires and influential figures made their way here shortly before the ERF’s public evacuation began. We’ve been speculating since then that Zola had effectively sold space in his bunker to the highest bidders.
Incredibly, it now seems like his staff left those people behind and prioritized boarding children from the on-site Valerio Institute. When Zola spoke of his chosen few already having been safely evacuated to orbit, I thought he was talking about the elites he had welcomed into his private bunker.
But now?
Well, now we’re going to get some clearer answers from Carlo.
It shouldn’t be long until Zola replies to my broadcast and we’re not going far from the console. Standing around doing nothing, even for a few minutes, is unthinkable when Carlo is here to be probed and when there is so much still to find out.
“Wait,” Sasha says, as we near the closed door where we left them. “They’re talking to me about the Institute. They found something on the family court proceedings Conlan talked about.”
“I want to hear, too,” I tell her. Within a few seconds, I hear Elana Hart.
“This is all very bizarre, Ray,” she begins though my earpiece, opening with the exact words that have been on my mind since Carlo first told us anything. “Records in a local database suggest that Conlan was right to link this to a case in Eastern Europe. There was a contested divorce settlement. It turned out that the couple had surrendered one of their children into social care and that the father had received some significant payments from an unknown source around the same time. The child was very young and had been diagnosed with a fairly severe cognitive impairment. Within three days of the unknown payments being made public, which only came out when the mother hired a private investigator to look into her suspicions of infidelity, the father and the investigator were both dead. Someone didn’t want any more details getting out. The care home, where the child had been placed three years before the case, was already closed and its named founders had already vanished without a trace. From this and some other supporting documentation we haven’t seen yet here in Colorado, I’m being told it’s not unreasonable to conclude that Zola’s Valerio Institute effectively bought children with certain impairments.”
“Sick bastard,” I mutter under my breath.
Just when you think nothing will trump the last thing you’ve learned about him, another twist of the knife takes things even further.
“Don’t mention any of this to Carlo yet,” Hart goes on. “He’s believing the footage and he’s likely to be more candid with you now. Let him open up. See how much he volunteers.”
When Sasha and I walk through the door, I view Carlo through harsher eyes than I did when we left him. The idea of buying human beings, let alone children, is just about the lowest and most perverse thing I can think of.
It’s even more uncomfortable to think of what kinds of things might have gone on in the Institute. My mind can’t help but go to the research Barnet was carrying out on Laika, with the gene manipulation research being used to enhance existing abilities.
Carlo is a frail old man. But to my mind, subjecting vulnerable children to any kind of scientific experimentation would be the worst thing a person could be guilty of. If that ends up being what this is, I’m going to have a hard time controlling myself — and I don’t think I’ll be the only one.
What we’ve heard from Conlan and Carlo already suggests Zola thought people with conditions like his brother Valerio were not only misunderstood and under appreciated, but also underutilized.
The day of his brother’s death was the darkest of Zola’s life, according to his talks with Conlan when the biography was being written. On that one thing, and especially the feelings of guilt related to a brother’s death, I can certainly relate.
I can’t help but think this unsettling sounding Institute might have been Zola’s way of trying to honor Valerio, to make up for the loss he felt responsible for.
If anyone can answer these questions, it’s Carlo.
“I’m sorry I doubted you,” the old man says, as soon as we’re face to face. He looks more than solemn. He looks broken.
I glance at Driver, who has stepped away from him to leave him standing freely albeit with his hands still cuffed behind his back.
He takes a slow breath and holds my eyes. “However you felt to find out what he has done, imagine you had known this man since his childhood and thought you were his most trusted confidante. Imagine you truly believed his goal was to uplift humanity to new levels in a new world. Imagine how it feels to realize what a fool I have been.”
“He’s seen a lot in these few minutes,” Driver explains. “Footage of the bodies on the station, the threatening messages Zola sent to us in Colorado, everything he had in place for the detonation at Site B, what his guys did to the pilot they shot down here.”
Carlo shakes his head ruefully. “And you are the Ray Barclay he mentioned. You were working for him, too, and he tried to kill you. So if anyone can relate to the betrayal I feel…”
The distinction that I wasn’t strictly working for ZolaCore doesn’t feel worthwhile right now, so I leave it be. We have more important things to dig into.
“Exactly what kind of work did you do in the Institute and where did you get the children?” I ask, point blank jumping into the main two. A third comes to mind just as I ask those: “And wait… what was that about knowing Zola since childhood?”
Carlo turns to Driver. “Please? My hands? If we are going to talk.”
I give her the okay. After patting down his pockets once again and telling him not to try anything funny, Driver frees his hands.
“Thank you,” he says to both of us. “As you have shown mercy to me, I will tell you what you want to know.”
I’ll be honest: I don’t know how much of what’s coming I do want to know.
But we’re here now, and we have to hear it…
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“First,” Carlo begins, “yes… my father was a very good friend of Nacho’s. We lived nearby and I knew the family well. I sat in the second row at Nacho and Valerio’s christening, four days after I stood in the second row at their mother’s funeral. She had always been kind to me. A wonderful soul, my mother called her. It was true.”
I don’t think Carlo is making any effort to hide his emotion here. If he is, he’s not doing a very good job.
“After she died, we would help out when we could. Things were not easy for them, and only got harder as the brothers grew. I am sure you know Nacho could not walk until he was a teenager, when science came to his aid. Valerio could not speak for many years. Their father was a proud man and a hard one, too. It became clearer as time passed that he was proud and hard in all the wrong ways. I was studying education when Nacho left to pursue his own scholarship. There was no life for him there. Money was tight for us, too. I lived at home, even during my studies. My father saw a change in Nacho’s father and warned me not to engage him in the street as we used to. I was never a friend of the boys, really — I was much older. Nine years.”
That puts him at 68 — younger than I would have guessed.
“Nacho had to leave when he did. He had a chance to make a life, and he promised Valerio he would be back with riches they could not imagine, to give him a life he deserved. But as Valerio reached 16, 17, around that age, he became harder for their already bitter father to handle.”
So far, this fits perfectly with the notes Conlan made in his psychological analysis of Zola.
“You may know, from public comments Nacho has made, that the father blamed the boys for their mother’s death. Nacho blamed his father’s religious refusal to let science intervene to give the viable siblings and their mother a better chance than he did. It was a complicated, difficult, horrible situation that no family should have to go through. But they did, and it ruined them. No one knows what happened. Even when he worked with the American on his biography and asked him not to write too much about the incident, Nacho left it vague. He only hinted. He hinted that he returned home from his studies one day to find them both dead. He hinted that Valerio had been smothered by his exhausted and godforsaken father, who then killed himself. Only half of this was true.”
I think I know where this is going.
“When Nacho walked in to the house, his father approached him in the doorway and broke down. He was sobbing, hysterical, guilt-ridden over what he had done. He said there was a struggle and he did not mean to hurt Valerio. Nacho took one look at the scene, disbelieved every word of it, and killed his father where he stood. I heard the commotion and ran to their house. Nacho told me everything and begged me to help make it look like something else had happened. I knew the kind of man their father had become, so I helped. I would have helped a thousand times over and I would help a thousand times more. Nacho had always been such a good child. I knew from a friend who taught in his school that the other children were merciless. One day when he was around 8 or 9, I smiled at little Nacho in the street and said hello. He asked why I was being so nice to him. That was how low the bar was for kindness in that child’s life. He founded the Institute to give children born with even more disadvantages the chance to know kindness and to be all they could be. I cannot forgive what he has done since, but he has done no wrong here.”
Driver starts to say something, with the words “bunch of bullshit” factoring prominently at the start, but she responds quickly to my appeal for quiet. She doesn’t look too happy about it, but I want to hear him out and she’s at least willing to hold her objections for now.
“Nacho left town on the night he killed his father and he never returned. Many years passed without his path crossing mine. Until one day, 22 years ago, he contacted me to offer a position at a new educational institute. He was wildly successful by then and I could hardly believe he remembered my name, let alone that I was in education. But he did. He said he could never forget what I did for him. I had no family of my own, so I took the position. We would be helping the most vulnerable children, unwanted and unloved by parents who did not deserve them. And while what I have learned today makes me ashamed to be associated with the name Ignacio Zola, I will never be ashamed of my work in the Valerio Institute.”
No one says anything for several seconds.
“Laika says he’s telling the truth,” Sasha whispers.
But given what we’ve just heard, I don’t know if that’s a good thing.
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“Carlo, tell me what your work was and tell me where the children came from,” I demand.
He’s said a lot, but this is what counts most.
“Our final count was 61,” he says. “We had 61 boys and a team of 17 full-time, live-in staff. What started as a job became a labour of love. I was very well paid to initially accept the position, but I have had no outside life for many years and no call for money. We were an orphanage. A care home. A boarding school. A family. Whatever you want to call it, we gave those children the best lives we could and helped them become the best versions of themselves. I will take you inside and show you every room if that is what it takes to convince you there was nothing nefarious going on. We enriched. And within a few years, I came to see that Nacho was correct: our boys were pure of heart, like no one I had ever known, but some were also exceptionally pure of mind. Sometimes he spoke of harnessing them for breakthroughs, and I was not always comfortable with the idea of using them in any way. But I did not think he meant it like that. Nacho had no badness in him when it came to the boys. Even with what you have told me, I still know that much to be true.”
The more Carlo talks, the more I feel like I’m listening to someone who needs some serious therapy of the kind someone might get when they escape a cult.
“You keep saying ‘boys,’ but what happened when they grew up?” I ask.
He looks confused. “What do you mean? They stayed. Our oldest was 23. Michael. He was more challenged than those who joined us later, but he was a joy to be around from the first day until the last. He was excited for the new world. They knew all about Nacho’s hope. When the planet was discovered, he visited in person and told us all it would not be long. All we needed was the fuel source, which was almost ready.”
“All true,” Sasha whispers again.
“Where do you think the children came from?” I ask, one more time.
Carlo turns his hands up in a shrugging like motion. “They were unwanted. Nacho had contacts in social services around the world. Sometimes, through contacts in specialist hospitals, we would hear of prenatal diagnoses and reach out to make sure the mothers knew they had an option to deliver the child to a good life. It could not always be official or between the lines. People would not have understood what we were doing in the Institute, so we're what you might call unregistered.”
“I’d call you a lot worse than that,” Driver snaps. “It sounds like a prison! What happened when someone got sick?”
“We had medical care on hand,” Carlo sighs. He sounds tired, and increasingly so. “We had specialist staff until the last moment. The rest of them have gone. I was in charge of day-to-day care. When the new building was ready and we moved here from Auckland, every single staff member moved with us. We were a family. I know it was no accident that he recruited people with no families of their own, but where is the harm in that? He gave us all a family — not just our boys.”
“I don’t want to be insensitive here,” Sasha chimes. “But Carlo, when you say the boys were ‘challenged’ in different ways and to different extents, what are we talking about?”
Sasha has been quiet throughout, and I know she’s passing this question on from somewhere else. But I can’t pretend I haven’t been wondering the same thing, in all honesty.
“Nacho did not encourage us to subscribe to the overly reductive categorizations of modern medicine and neurology,” Carlo says, more than a hint of dismissiveness in his voice. “None of our boys would have been able to attend regular schools. All were verbal, and most to a full degree, but they would not thrive in the social dynamics of a judgmental world. In the Institute, things were different.”
That’s not a very clear answer, but I think it’s the best we’re going to get from Carlo. I’m sure a look inside the Institute itself might reveal more, and particularly a data scrape of its systems.
I see Sasha’s eyes look like they’re focusing on something in midair, in a tell tale sign she’s listening to another request from our distant allies.
“Earlier, you mentioned helping the boys into their capsules,” she says. “Are those suspended animation capsules for the journey to the new world? And you said you had rehearsed doing that?”
Carlo nods several times. “Yes. And yes. We did not rehearse on the Balena, of course — we had a replica capsule.”
“So what was the end game?” Driver follows up. “Arrive in however many years and, what, keep your ‘boys’ in one part of the craft while everyone else colonized the world? Integrate them into a new society with all the billionaire assholes he sold his evacuation slots to?”
“I did not know about any evacuation,” Carlo insists. “We were going to go when we were ready, with people who were willing and able to assist in building a new world. No one was supposed to get hurt. There was never supposed to be an emergency evacuation.”
I step in. “No, there wasn’t supposed to be an emergency evacuation. But there was supposed to be an evacuation, Carlo. Whoever is in the bunker downstairs — which we can accept you didn’t know about until people started arriving here to fill it — they were supposed to go to the new world, too. But they’ve been left behind. And you chose to stay. Why?”
“There are children,” he says, very matter-of-factly. “If the world outside is not safe for them any longer, I cannot leave without them. I believe Nacho needs me. An important project we have been working on for many years was almost complete, but it was not complete. The men who tried to force me to board — for my own safety, they said — did not care one bit about the safety of the people below. I saw children arriving into that bunker. I know there are children down there, but those men did not care.”
Driver and I share an impromptu glance. Neither of us have to say anything to know what the other is thinking.
“Until hearing what Nacho has done, I did not think such men could truly be doing his bidding,” Carlo says with a slow, heavy sigh. “But now that I see what he has done to so much of the world, and the threats he has made against your family, Ray… I can see there are two Ignacio Zolas. There is the face he showed me, and then there is the dark side. I stayed here in the hope that he would order the Balena to return once the terrorist threat had gone — before I knew he was the terrorist, as you have shown me. Now, I may be the only thing on Earth he still needs.”
“But why?” I ask. “He wanted me to come here, seemingly to get you, even though being here can give so many insights and maybe even resources that we can try to use against him. Why does he need you so badly. This project you mentioned… what is it?”
“Nacho always said the boys could not go without me,” he replies. “The Institute’s staff are all wonderful, but the boys connected with no one else like they connected with me. Nacho knew that better than anyone. Nacho is a man of grand ideas, and for several years we have been engaged in a project he called a Mind Upload. This has been an attempt to emulate my brain so my consciousness could be replicated into computers aboard the Balena for the benefit of the new world’s future children. He estimates we were three months away. Evidently, he wanted me to continue the work on the Balena.”
In a technological and scientific sense, Zola is a genius. But with every passing hour, regardless of what Conlan said about him remaining a supposedly rational actor, I’m growing increasingly sure that’s he’s literally insane.
An AI nanny for the new world’s future kids?
That’s it?
That’s why I’m here?
Beside me, I see Sasha’s posture change. “I’m hearing that the team has a manifest for the bunker,” she relays. “Wait… okay… guys, we have more than that. Everyone is working through the system data and a team on the Vita has found a senior crew manual with instructions for what to do in case of a ‘Level One’ urgent evacuation. It prioritizes the Institute above every other area and has Carlo Bianchi as priority number one. And yeah, we have the names of everyone on Zola’s own evacuation list. Apparently there are some of the richest people in the world, but also local experts in the same kinds of fields the ERF prioritized. It seems like he was building for a new world, but also selling some of the spaces to the highest bidders. But when the experts he identified as necessary are still here, I don’t think he can possibly go without them. I don’t think Carlo is the only thing here he needs. I think there are 7,000 more under our feet.”
I turn to Carlo. “Have you spoken to anyone in the bunker? Or did you just see them arriving when you were in the Institute building?”
“I saw,” he replies. “I came right over. A lot of the staff from this building were put down there.”
“And would they recognize you?” I push.
He nods. “Some of them would, most definitely. I was here arguing with the Balena’s boarding staff while these poor people were locked underground, but I was also here when they were fleeing underground. We have our own small shielded bunker beneath the Institute, where we all sheltered when the order came in. But people began arriving for the other bunker before that, and when I came to investigate I saw a lot of them up-close. I asked who some of them were. I was wearing these clothes. They would remember. Why do you ask?”
Driver meets my eyes again. I nod.
“Because we’re going to open that bunker,” she says, “and we need you to be the first person they see.”
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“Engaging the bunker hasn’t been cleared by the others,” Sasha says.
“The others aren’t here,” Driver shoots back.
They both look at me.
And the trouble is, they’re both right.
We’re on the ground and when it comes down to brass tacks we’re calling the shots, but our allies have access to more information than we do.
I hesitate.
“There are children, Ray,” Driver reiterates. “You heard him. There are children living in fear of a terrorist attack that’s not coming, with parents who think Zola is their savior. We have to tell them.”
Subtly, Sasha taps her wrist to gesture a non-existent watch. The angle means that Driver doesn’t see.
“We will tell them,” I say. “No matter what. We should really check the comms console first, though. Zola might have gotten back to us. And Sasha, can you make sure everyone is going hard on the analysis of who’s in that bunker? It’s a long shot, but if there’s anyone that one of us might know, that would help. Carlo could ask for them to come up first.”
Sasha nods.
“And if we could have President Williams say something, that would help make sure no one down there suspects we’re the bad guys,” I go on. “It would be perfect if they could put together a smooth video package to break the news? I don’t know, we have smart people out there. It’s just that everyone down there is going to be so on edge. When I landed in Virginia, they tranquilized me and locked me in a cell. We need to make this the smoothest intro we can. And while they’re doing that, we need to check for a reply from Zola. He’s probably going to send that straight here, so I don’t think anyone in our bunkers or on the Vita will see it. It could be waiting for us now. Driver, I think we should all go to check for the message this time, in case there’s anything Carlo needs to see. I know you want to open the bunker and I do, too. But do you see what I’m getting at?”
“Yeah, I’m good to wait a few minutes,” she replies. “If they try to push minutes into hours, I don’t know. I’m not going to do anything stupid by myself but I’m going to need a better reason to stay on board with the group decision. I don’t like people being left behind, by anyone. And there are children, Ray. Frightened children who we could reassure.”
I can’t pick any fault with Driver’s position and I feel the same way.
It’s a responsible action to have the others scan the manifest, especially when we can multi-task by checking for a message from Zola, but I’m extremely uncomfortable standing above a needlessly locked survival bunker where anything could happen if cabin fever and maybe even resource scarcity starts to kick in.
The last point is on my mind because unlike the ERF’s bunkers, we have no reason to think Zola’s was designed to sustain a population for very long. It was designed to be used in the event of his own demonic plan coming to fruition, and only to be occupied for a matter of days before its inhabitants were carried off Earth towards Bayzen 108b — the distant new world that awaits them.
From the nondescript environs of the hallway where we’ve been talking, we set off once again for the far grander space center and its movie-ready mission control room.
Sasha and I walk ahead, with Driver in lockstep next to the slower Carlo.
We don’t talk much as we go. Sasha relays a few minor pieces of information that have been corroborated. After that, I hear directly in my earpiece as Conlan confirms from the plane that everything Carlo said about the death of Zola’s brother and father sounds more plausible than his own prior assumptions of a murder-suicide.
In short, Carlo’s story checks out.
The way Zola has spoken about the biological family unit being a regressive force, which he also thinks about all religions and society as a whole, has always hinted at some seriously traumatic experiences. I remember feeling bad for the guy when I first read some of the speculation in Conlan’s psychological evaluation, but those feelings are long gone.
With Eva’s career having been so focused in the field of childhood development in all the years I’ve known her, I understand both the importance of a supportive environment and the massive psychological detriment of an overtly negative one. I even used to look up to Zola for achieving all he did from some very inauspicious beginnings.
I felt like I could relate.
But now, there’s no justification for the monster he’s chosen to become. I could understand if someone was to put forward an argument that only a mind warped by extensive childhood abuse or neglect could ever conceive of the plan he did. However true that might be, though, no one forced his 59-year-old hands to enact it and not all survivors of those kinds of experiences go on to continue the cycle.
I’m not putting my experiences on the level of Zola’s and I know he had it a whole lot worse for a whole lot longer, but my stepfather was cruelly abusive after my brother’s death, and I spent every day trying to do the polar opposite of what he would do in most situations. I’m especially cognizant of that when it comes to Joe, trying to give him what I didn’t have rather than inflicting the same things upon him.
When we reach the door to the space center’s main hall, the lights are still on. I think they came on when we first opened the door, with a little help from a controlled explosion, and they could be staying on because one of the touchscreen systems is active.
And even from the door, I can see that the touchscreen in question has news for us.
I wanted there to be a new incoming communication, but I’m still hesitant to think of this as good news. I’ll save that for once I’ve seen it.
Sasha keeps pace as I rush to the screen, and when we get there we see the full notification that a video broadcast has been received from a location referenced as ZCTB.
The top of the touchscreen has a system code ZCSE. Bearing in mind that the sign outside this huge complex’s nondescript exterior read ZolaCore Southeast, the context of our incoming broadcast makes it pretty obvious that the TB in ZCTB stands for the Beacon.
The notification also tells us that the video is two and a half minutes long.
It’s not short, and I’m not expecting it to be sweet, either.
“We’ll wait a few minutes,” I say.
Sasha nods in agreement, but then leans down closer to the screen and hits play. She hits pause immediately after the video opens.
We’re now looking at a still image of Zola’s face.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
The question was out before I realized she was hitting pause, but it’s just as valid now.
“Just trying to… there,” she says, tapping an icon in the corner.
As she taps it, the paused video of Zola appears on the enormous curved screen above us. The resolution of the image is as incredible as its size, looking like a massively upscaled version of the expensive advertising screens you’d find in the busiest areas of the world’s great cities.
Or the kind you would have found in those cities until recently, anyway, before the maniac in this image destroyed so much of our civilization.
“Woah,” I hear Driver say as she reaches the door.
I turn and see a stunned look on Carlo’s face as he glances around. “I knew it would be grand…” he muses.
There’s no second half to the sentence. No conclusion to the thought. Carlo is clearly stunned by the scale of this room and the size of the screen, even having seen the genuinely mind-blowing Balena up close. That says a lot about how cavernous this room is, bringing to mind the spacious Assembly Hall I crossed so many times during my frantic time in the Virginia bunker.
“Ready?” Sasha asks, hovering her finger over the play button once more.
I step away for a better view and give her a half-nod. Probably because I feel half ready… which is as ready as I’ll ever be.
I keep backing up until I meet Driver and Carlo halfway between the screen and the door. I feel like I’m at a theater, staring up at such a big screen. The scale definitely adds to the spectacle.
I’m not sure that’s the most positive thing, though. I was shaking with trepidation standing by the touchscreen, let alone with Zola’s evil eyes bearing down at me like this.
Driver reaches her arm out and takes hold of mine, just above the wrist. We’ve been through a lot together in such a short time, and while the nature of this mission has meant we’ve been working in less constant two-person cooperation than has previously been the case, I think there’s an unspoken understanding that the two of us are going to be at the forefront of whatever steps have to come next.
Zola’s words and perhaps further demands are going to determine where those steps will take us, and there’s no time left to wonder.
“I thought you were a smart man, Ray,” he begins.
I close my eyes and gulp.
“And then you did this…”
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“Yes… I thought you were smart, Ray,” Zola goes on. “And now I know. Congratulations on the first good choice you’ve made in a long time. There might be hope for you yet.”
I open my eyes and feel my heartbeat stop accelerating.
I wouldn’t call it relief — not yet — but the message certainly could have started more ominously than this.
Zola could have lambasted us for handcuffing his confidante or scraping data from his systems, for one thing, which I’m certain he would have if he knew we’d done so.
I’ve been trying not to worry about things we can’t control. But now that it’s on my mind, I figure the fact he seemingly doesn’t have access to cameras — or anything else that could relay what we’re doing here — is no small win.
“Now that you’re there,” Zola continues, “I need you to find a dear friend of mine by the name of Carlo Bianchi. Here he is.”
An image of Carlo momentarily fills the screen. It looks quite recent, but he’s much fresher of face and looks far better rested than the man we’re standing with.
Given the stress he’s been under, that doesn’t necessarily mean the picture is more than a week old, though. I’m under no illusions about how much all of this must have aged me.
“I will be extremely upset if anything has happened to Carlo, Ray, and I will have no choice but to hold you responsible. He is likely to be in a small bunker underneath a building on the outside of the main compound you’re standing in. I knew you would have no trouble finding the control desks, given the mess you made rampaging your way through my station, but the shelter is designed to be concealed from the compound’s regular workers. The final frames of this message will be a map showing you the way.”
We’re one step ahead on this part, at least.
“Once you have found Carlo, or if you are unable to, I need you to send me another broadcast as soon as possible. Video this time, with Carlo at your side. I want to see him unharmed and I want to hear that you have treated him with the respect and dignity he deserves. Whatever you think of my actions, Carlo has done nothing to hurt anyone. If you knew why I need him, you might even think differently of me.”
I didn’t expect that.
As far as I can recall, this is the first time Zola has expressed any self-awareness about how he’s being viewed for what he’s done. He hasn’t explicitly hinted that he cares, and I’d still be surprised to find out that he does in any real sense. But that sentence about how I might think of him if I knew more is probably the closest he’s ever going to get to trying to justify himself.
It’s not much, but anything like this from Zola is surprising. He’s also left one of his trademark thinking gaps after saying it, leaving more time for it to sink in.
“If Carlo needs to hear me explain why he needs to stand beside you to confirm he’s safe, just show him this message,” he goes on. “Carlo, my friend: Ray Barclay has stood selfishly in the way of my bid to ensure our people can reach the promised land of our new world. He and his allies are masterfully skilled in the art of deception, so be ready for all kinds of misinformation and all kinds of seemingly irrefutable ‘proof’ that I have wronged them.”
I turn to look at Carlo and see Driver doing the same.
This isn’t going to work. Surely to hell, this isn’t going to work.
“Laika says he’s lying,” Sasha whispers.
That doesn’t tell us anything new about Zola, obviously, but it’s reassuring to know Laika’s calibration, if that’s the right term, is still firing.
Zola goes on: “Don’t believe a word he tells you, Carlo, but believe me when I tell you that I have more than enough leverage to make sure he does as I ask. The dark forces that have amassed against us will not prevail. Due to Ray’s interference, there is no longer any possibility for us to be joined by the others who were welcomed into my non-priority survival bunker beneath the main complex. In their own time, they may return to whatever world the terrorist attacks have left behind outside. They cannot be your concern. For your safety, you must leave the compound to join me here very soon. You must leave the others as they are. That goes for you, too, Ray.”
As we’ve spoken about, we already wanted to liberate the compound bunker-dwellers. But now that Zola has explicitly stressed how important it is that we don’t, I’m even more eager.
He knows it would help us. He knows it would hurt him.
“Those evacuees will be fine without you, Carlo,” he continues. “They have been told to remain where they are for seven days, and to send a team to explore the surface only if no one has been in contact before then. When that time comes, they will emerge. I understand you chose to stay behind because there are children among them, but our children need you more — those on the Balena, and those to be born in the future days of our new world. You know that in your heart. Your dedication to strangers from the world outside speaks well of you, Carlo, and that purity of mind is why we need you badly. So please, trust only that the man beside you will get you to the Beacon safely, so that everything can be set back on track. You can take your place on the Balena as you were always supposed to, and our boys won’t have to be without you — ever.”
Carlo doesn’t react.
“Okay,” Zola says, his tone dropping half an octave. “Ray… broadcast a video reply as soon as you can. For your sake, you had better make sure Carlo is in it and that he tells me he has seen this message. The map will follow. Be quick. The wheels of progress are still moving, whether you know it or not.”
Just like that, Zola disappears and a basic map takes his place. We don’t need it, since Carlo is already right beside us. What we need is to know he isn’t buying the crap Zola is selling. For whatever is coming next, that’s going to be absolutely crucial.
“Well?” Driver says.
Carlo shakes his head.
“No what?” she pushes in a much firmer tone.
“I do not buy his story for a second,” Carlo says. “I know he lies. My heart is broken, but it tells me: he lies. Whatever you need from me to make this right… I am with you. I will do nothing to harm the boys. But against Nacho… I am with you.”
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With Carlo more convinced by our reams of evidence than by Zola’s spurious denial of any involvement in the carnage he’s caused, we have a potential path forward.
Even more important was Zola’s consistent stressing of how much he needs Carlo.
I’m trying not to get too caught up in the bizarre reasons why, related to the unsettling Valerio Institute and the even more surprising talk of a so-called Mind Upload.
What counts is that we have something Zola needs, and that gives us the one thing we’ve been lacking: real leverage.
Since I first saw Zola on the station, I’ve had an unshakeable feeling that nothing is going to be truly safe until he has been decisively taken out of the equation.
Killing him then wasn’t an option for the same reason the Vita has held off on destroying the station. Put simply, we’re hamstrung by the fear of automatic and bitter retaliation.
Any kind of surrender seems highly implausible. I also don’t think Earth’s surviving leaders would ever reach a consensus agreement to simply let Zola and his evacuees leave for Bayzen 108b — even if he does have enough theocite to make that journey possible.
Carlo strikes me as a very odd character who has bought into far too much of Zola’s strange notions, and as someone who has serious questions to answer about his involvement in the Institute. He doesn’t seem evil, though, or even truly bad.
Working with him out of necessity will require stopping my brain from overthinking some of this. But I’m relieved that it won’t require me to hold my nose or abandon any deep-held moral principles, as would have been the case if we knew he had been personally involved in any nefarious activity inside the Institute. It seemed that way at first, with the suggestions of effectively buying children and my initial assumptions about what kind of experimentation might have gone on.
But now I’m able to see that since Carlo has been kept so utterly in the dark about Zola’s ruthlessly destructive plan, he’s likely to have been kept in the dark on the shadier side of where some of his Institute’s inhabitants came from.
In Carlo we have someone Zola trusts implicitly, who is now both jaded and jilted by the lies we have exposed.
That’s possibly the best outcome we could have had here, even if I’m starting to feel increasingly like there might be no way around going to the station.
My main hope on that is now that a firm plan can be put in place, using not only Carlo but also whatever intelligence our allies are currently gaining about this compound, the Balena, and whatever else they might come across.
Now, with Carlo at my side, I walk forward to the touchscreen again and begin recording a new message.
“I have what you need,” I begin. “As you can see, he hasn’t been harmed — and he won’t be. I don’t hold him responsible for any of this.”
“I have not been harmed,” Carlo reiterates. “I have many questions, Nacho, but I cannot believe what this man tells me. I will travel with him if I must, but I hope you can find another way. Dearly, I hope you can.”
We hadn’t rehearsed that.
I’m only recording for the moment, too — nothing will be broadcast until I confirm that it’s ready — but I like what Carlo has said.
It would have been unrealistic for him not to have any questions or any hesitations about traveling with someone Zola has just told him is a lying villain. This feels more real than if he hadn’t added those comments.
Driver nods when I catch her eye, clearly agreeing. I see Sasha do the same after several seconds, hinting that she’s received further agreement from our remote allies.
I tap the button to broadcast our message then step back from the screen.
“We have more on the manifest of Zola’s evacuees,” Sasha says. “They haven’t found anyone that they think any of us will know personally, but it looks like most of the staff from this compound are down there. We have cross-references for some of them in the psych reports from the Beacon. None of them have maximum clearance or even one level from maximum, so it makes sense they weren’t in on everything. But once they find out what’s really happened, those are allies we could use. They’ll know all about the systems and what kind of research and technologies are lying around here. Only the Balena’s core crew and operations staff were evacuated, like Carlo said. It really was urgent.”
“And do we have an easily digestible package of evidence to show them what’s happened?” I asked. “Is that ready? And a message from Williams, like we asked? Are they working on that?”
Sasha listens to someone through her earpiece for a few seconds then nods in confirmation. “The Scottish guy knows a lot of the names, too. There are people he worked with. They can talk to him, they can talk to Williams, they can talk to the other national leaders we have. Everyone thinks it is best for Carlo to be the first person they see, so long as he knows what to say.”
Carlo sighs slightly. He looks exhausted, and understandably so.
“Give me the lines,” he says.
For the next five or ten minutes, Sasha and the helpful voices in here run through a few eventualities of how Carlo might be greeted and also discuss final details of the evidence package our distant team has put together.
That’s going to begin with Williams, telling them they’ve been lied to by Zola, and will then follow a logical order of revelations. The footage and images are well chosen and impactful, reflecting the bright minds we have on our side.
Before we’re going to set off, I ask Sasha if she could give me a video feed back to the plane so I can talk directly with Eva and Joe.
Really I just want to see them and make sure they’re okay in there, along with Conlan and Lorien’s family.
We haven’t had to do anything overtly risky in here yet, but after the initial surprise of Carlo calling to us from behind and with meeting everyone in the bunker beneath our feet now seeming imminent, it’s not without pitfalls.
I’ll obviously be going back to the plane to see them before we enact any grander next moves in our bid to prevent Zola from causing any further damage, but it’s already been too long since I’ve seen them.
For Eva’s sake as well as mine, a quick call will do us good.
Sasha is as helpful as ever, setting it up almost instantly while she and Driver continue to confer about the bunker.
Seeing Eva and Joe lifts my spirits instantly, and hearing that Joe and his friends are having fun with Laika and the puzzle makes me feel even better. I’m glad they’re not sitting there worrying about anything, and naturally glad there has been no need for Harvey to call in his security experience.
They haven’t seen any movement outside the plane, Eva insists — not even birds.
That’s a little unsettling in its own right, but better than the polar opposite. Calmness is welcome.
Eva tells me to keep being careful and says the lenses have been providing them with a great view of everything. She’s seen me through the others’ lenses, too. In that regard I suppose the call has been more beneficial to me.
It’s only been a few hours at most, but after so long apart in the past few months — and after so long hopelessly out of contact in the past week — just seeing her face and hearing her voice is a real morale boost.
I thank Sasha and hand back the tablet, ready to be used in the next stage of our plan.
“Okay,” I say. “Ready when you guys are.”
And soon I’ll be back on the plane with Eva and Joe, I tell myself.
I can only hope it’s for more than another goodbye.
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It goes without saying that Zola has only provided a map to the Institute’s secondary bunker — not the one we’re seeking and explicitly not supposed to venture into.
Fortunately, Carlo knows where this compound’s main bunker is, having been here when the outside evacuees arrived from afar and when many of the compound’s staff were sent down with them.
Our quick discussion of this raises another question, which Carlo answers quickly:
“I was in the Institute when I saw your vehicle arrive,” he says. “Before that, I had remained in our small shelter for a while, but it was not comfortable and I could see nothing of the outside world. During the evacuation, the staff in charge told me the terrorist threat was imminent — hours, not days — and that was why everything happened so quickly. So I sheltered for a full day and emerged to see if anything had changed. As best I could tell, it had not. I have no knowledge or experience of operating this communications equipment, and Nacho will similarly know I have even less chance of launching any kind of craft to the station. And he clearly wants us both for very different reasons, Ray. Calling you here to fetch me was Nacho’s way of killing two birds with one stone.”
“I thought the whole thing was that you didn’t want to leave behind the kids in the regular bunker?” Driver asks, in a tone that’s overtly challenging. “Why weren’t you down there with them?”
“I thought that if I stayed, Nacho would take more risks for a second evacuation than if I left. I knew he wanted me to complete our project. But the Institute had its own shelter. I thought it might be monitored, along with the above-ground building, and that he would know I was still alive. In the large bunker I would have been just one more person. He would not know.”
After a few seconds, Sasha whispers in my ear: “Laika is buying it,” she relays.
Again, Carlo seems to be telling us the truth.
“So it can’t be far to your shelter and the underground entrance to the Institute, right?” I ask. “Because we weren’t outside for long. I just looked over to the launch site and then we came in.”
He shakes his head. “You saw the monument. It is not far at all. I came as soon as I saw your approach. I can take you inside to see as much as you need to. You will see the open view to the road.”
“There’s somewhere else you need to take us,” I say, speaking for everyone. “It’s time to break the news to the people in the bunker.”
Sasha hands Carlo her tablet computer.
It’s filled with a message for him to hand over to the first people he sees. “You’ll tell them it’s safe to come out and that they’ve been lied to,” she says. “Then you’ll hand this to them and tell them to read the note and hit play when they’re finished. That’s all.”
I glance down over Carlo’s shoulder to see the message, too.
It’s fairly short and to the point, stating that he has been reached by survivors from elsewhere who have brought uncomfortable revelations.
Zola is to blame, the threat that justified the evacuation was caused by his own plan, and everyone still here has been left behind and lied to. The immediate planetary threat has been thwarted, but Zola remains at large on the station and is still making demands. He wants Carlo to launch into space without telling the bunker’s inhabitants anything. There is extensive proof of every claim, and a lot more, ready for them to see.
The language is grander and more impactful than that, but that’s the gist of it.
I like it.
“Okay,” Carlo says, still reading through it. “Come with me.”
We set off back towards the compound’s sterile reception area and pass right through it, continuing in the opposite direction from the one we took when we arrived.
By now I’ve finally taken Sasha’s heavy backpack, which she initially insisted on hauling around but was eventually grateful to give up.
Carlo’s movements seem increasingly labored, probably as a result of a lot more walking than he’s used to — as well as the weight of the lies and betrayal he must be feeling — but he soldiers on.
Within only a minute or so after passing the reception area, Carlo stops at the bottom of a flight of stairs. Instead of descending the second flight, he gestures towards an inconspicuous door.
“Here we are,” he says. “One of the evacuees I spoke to, a worker, said this was hidden by concrete until the evacuation was ordered. I have not been inside, but the bunker lies beyond. I saw through this door. It is a short walkway to a thick reinforced hatch.”
Driver tries opening the door, but it doesn’t budge. She then tries forcing it open with her shoulder, which somewhat surprisingly works.
“What are we going to do at the real entrance?” she asks. “This door was nothing, but a bunker is made to survive anything. It’ll only open from the inside.”
“They might have cameras in the walkway,” Sasha replies. “There might even be a call system. Almost like a doorbell, maybe. Since this door was locked for biometric access, it makes me think there could be a system for approved personnel to come in and signal the all clear, or something like that.”
Driver shrugs. “Yeah. Maybe. I mean, we’re about to find out. Hopefully you’re right.”
We all set off along a walkway that immediately feels very different from the rest of the compound so far.
It’s darker and more industrial, almost bringing to mind the difference between the lower-level of the Beacon’s Maintenance Bay and how it contrasted so much with the rest of the airy station.
The wall to our right is made of thick concrete, suggesting that it might be the outer shell of the bunker itself. Only a few hundred paces into the walkway, we come to an extremely imposing floor-to-ceiling hatch in the concrete wall.
Just beyond it, a large red lever sticks out like a sore thumb. It looks like a scaled-up fire alarm of sorts.
“I think we just found the doorbell you promised,” Driver says to Sasha, grinning in relief. “Okay… we should fall back so they see Carlo first, alone. Everyone agree?”
We do.
As we back off, Carlo grasps the evidence-packed tablet in one hand and reaches for the lever with the other.
“Not one word off-script,” Driver calls as we walk. “Signal when they ask about the other survivors, then we’ll step out. And just remember that Zola has already seen you unharmed. There’s no need for me to hold back now if you do anything stupid.”
He doesn’t visibly react.
“Okay,” I say, calling to Carlo as we reach a curve in the wall that enables us to step in and out of sight from his vantage point. “Do it.”
I watch as Carlo pulls the lever.
Nothing seems to happen, but I suppose it wouldn’t happen out here. There’s hopefully some kind of alarm blaring in the bunker, or a video feed appearing on a screen to show them the non-threatening figure of Carlo standing at the threshold.
None of us say anything, but I’m sure Driver and Sasha are feeling the same increasing tension as I am with each passing second.
After around fifteen or twenty more, a loud rumbling sound abruptly cuts off my thoughts. It’s not the most pleasant noise and would be unsettling in any other circumstances, but right now I’m glad to hear it.
The hatch is opening.
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This is what we wanted, but that doesn’t make the moment any less stressful.
The hatch is opening.
One way or the other, the next few moments could change everything.
I move my head out slightly to peek around the curve, at which point I see Carlo talking briefly before he places the tablet into someone’s outstretched hand.
I hold my breath as he stands there, waiting for the person to read the message and watch the evidence-packed video package our allies have put together.
After so little time that they can only have read the message and watched the first few clips, I see Carlo talking again.
“They’re going to be asking where the survivors are who arrived and told him,” Driver says. “Why the hell isn’t he signaling?”
But a few seconds later, he does signal. It’s not conspicuous in the least, but I supposed we’re past that.
I step out first, raising my hands to reiterate that we come in peace. Driver and Sasha do the same.
Several individuals in ZolaCore uniforms step out from their positions at the hatch, too, coming directly into view. None are visibly armed.
“This is true?” one calls.
“Every word,” I say, encouraging my trio to stop walking. We’re only 20 or 30 feet away. “You can talk to President Williams yourself. He’s in an evacuation craft that left a public bunker in Virginia. Zola did all of this and he left you behind. I was on the Beacon when it happened. Keep watching.”
Behind the man who’s speaking, the others are watching the tablet.
“This is him,” one says, evidently at the first part of the evidence package where I appear. “He really was up there.”
The leader of the group glances down at the screen then back up to me. He has tightly cropped hair, a very light brown, and looks to be in his mid forties.
“We good?” I say, holding his eyes.
With a broken expression reflecting how totally our news has just rocked his understanding of what’s happened, the man forces a half-nod and calls us forward with a hand gesture.
The expressions of the ZolaCore staff behind him grow increasingly shocked as they keep watching.
“So Zola’s still up there making demands?” the guy asks as I reach him. His accent sounds local. Maybe Australian, but I think he’s from New Zealand.
“Yeah,” I reply. “But he wasn’t counting on us linking up.”
“Clive Jones,” he says, holding out his hand.
I shake it firmly.
He then rubs his hands together in thought. “Okay, mate. We have a few hundred experienced staff along with the civilians, but we’re gonna have to be careful how we do this…”
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Clearly holding a de facto leadership role in the bunker, Clive Jones seems like the man I’m going to be dealing with most. He’s also very correct in his assessment that we have to handle this situation carefully.
“I’ve gotta see what kind of demands he’s making and how safe it really is out there before we break this to everyone,” he says. “Morale ain’t too bad, all things considered, but we didn’t know we’d been left behind. We’ve been keeping the civilians’ spirits up by telling them about the Balena and how we have a way out of here if Zola tells us the planet is in danger. But now you’re telling us this. Now you’re showing us this. And you know how it is, people start talking in desperate times like this. We’ve got guys admitting they paid Zola millions of dollars for a spot in his survival bunker. Then guys like me who have given the bastard 20 years of service, and he does this? There’s going to be a lot of people feeling mighty pissed off to be left behind, and the rest are gonna be worried sick if they hear he caused the first disasters and is still threatening to do more.”
“Wait, you didn’t even know the Balena was gone?” I ask.
He shakes his head. “Mate, I didn’t know it existed until some of the guys in here told the rest of us. We were evacuated down here when the first threat came in. They told us the air could be poisoned and we had to stay locked down here until word came in that it was safe. Turns out that applies to everyone except the core crew who have to keep the Balena ready. They had to stay up. Aside from our staff, we’ve got a bunch of academics and experts in here, but no one is really in charge. The bosses who were managing the evacuation didn’t come down. Said they had to man the response desks and all the rest of it upstairs. Seems like a bag of bullshit now, and we ain’t had any contact with anyone since then.”
“Did everyone hear the alarm or whatever when you did?” Driver asks.
“No,” Clive replies. “There was no alarm — just a light. The five of us were in the entry bay. It was our shift to watch out for it, like the bosses. There’s a second hatch on the other side of the bay. No one else knows you’re here.”
I let that sink in. The more it does, the more I think it’s no bad thing.
“How are your supplies?” I ask.
“Good, mate. Real good,” he says. “Not a lot of variety, but more than enough for a couple of weeks, anyway. We’re not at capacity. I guess because the people in the know didn’t come down at all, huh? This bunker would have been built to deal with real external threats — the kind everyone would have sheltered from. Now there’s more to go around for the poor saps like us.”
“What’s your middle name, Clive?” Sasha cuts in.
“Aaron,” he says. “Why?”
Sasha nods. “We have a positive ID,” she says, to everyone rather than anyone in particular. “And an entry in the psych reports. Level three of five for security clearance. Experienced analyst for off-Earth mining sites. And Clive… you were set to take up a full-time research residency on the Beacon in three months. Is that right?”
“Jesus, you guys ain’t playing,” he said.
“We’re inside all of Zola’s databases and I have the intelligence agencies in my ear,” Sasha tells him. “Can you confirm that everything I said is true?”
“All true,” he nods.
My mind is whirring.
Mining analysis…
“Did you know Vinner?” I ask.
His eyebrows rise. “Mike? Michael Vinner? Yeah, we go way back. He’s been up there for a while but he couldn’t talk about what he was going up for. Not even to me, he said, and we talked about everything. I think he mighta even been going to one of the offshoot labs. He was so secretive about it, and that wasn’t like him. Not at all.”
“He was in one of the offshoots,” I say. “He had a robot in there — a Robex-2 — and he had documents about Bayzen 108b, asteroid mining, theocite deposits on the Moon. What do you know about all that?”
Clive blows air from his lips. “Bayzen… again, mate, I’d never heard of it until we came down here but I know about it now. Everyone stays in their lane, you know? We have to. It’s different now when we’re all stuck in here, trying to make sense of what’s going on. Some of the guys been talking about the Balena actually going to Bayzen, but I can’t see how the hell it could. You know? We don’t have a fuel source that could get it there… at least none any of us have heard of. I don’t know anything about the robots, either. But the mining stuff? Yeah. Some of the asteroids are almost within reach and there’s a theocite deposit on the Moon that’s bigger than anything on Earth. Bigger than everything on Earth, combined.”
I feel my breathing quicken. “What? Vinner’s document didn’t show vast deposits like that. They didn’t look anywhere near as big as the Atlantic deposit.”
“It’s the depth, mate,” Clive says. “What did you do on the Beacon yourself? Do you have any experience with theocite?”
‘’You could say that…” I begin. I guess he didn’t see anything about my work in the introductory video Carlo showed him.
And as quickly as I can without skipping anything too important, I tell him about my role in successfully enriching BioZol with ultra-heated theocite. I also tell him about what Zola did at Site A in the north Pacific, and what we did to stop something even worse from happening at Site B in the north Atlantic.
If he was shocked to read our headline notes of Zola’s actions and to see the first few clips, Clive looks absolutely gobsmacked by these further details.
“You mixed it with BioZol?” he gawps. Of all the things I just told him, I’m more than a little surprised this one has jumped out. “And it was stable? Jesus… yeah, that could do it. That’d get him there, alright. We have a fair amount of theocite here and some of it has been ultra-heated, but it was only ever for analysis and durability testing… we weren’t enriching fuel with the stuff. Fair play to you. No wonder Zola had you in an offshoot. But damn, yeah, those two ocean deposits you mentioned were the most accessible we had. If you kept him from getting the Atlantic deposits, he’s going to turn straight to the Moon, mate. It was already in our sights.”
“Our sights?” Driver cuts in.
Clive tosses his hands up. “Come on. You gotta understand, I didn’t know he was gonna do anything like this.”
I turn to Driver and point to myself. “You know I can relate to that. I was up there working on my piece of the puzzle without knowing how Zola was putting it all together, just like Clive was down here. None of the people who knew everything are still here, Driver.”
“Laika believes him, too,” Sasha chimes in.
Fortunately Clive is too preoccupied to ask who Laika is. We’ve already thrown a lot of revelations at him, without having to add a lie-detecting macaw to the mix.
Driver tilts her head slightly, showing an expression of understanding.
“What I still don’t get is why Zola had to rush so much all of a sudden,” Clive says. “We were making strides towards safe extractions that could still be pretty fast. Especially for the lunar deposits. Phil here could tell you more about that, along with a few other guys inside.”
“Public and government interest was going to explode when the results of my enrichment research got out,” I explain. “There’s a whole other weird thing about the people Zola wanted to take to a new world most of all, but the point is that he had to get the theocite while he could and he didn’t care what damage it did. Now he’s saying he doesn’t need the deposits left on Earth but that he can’t trust us with them. He wants me to take Carlo here to the Beacon, because he works with the kids of the Balena who are Zola’s number one priority. Our team is working through data we’ve scraped from the systems upstairs, and we’re expecting one more message from Zola. It’s probably already there. After that, we need to plan a next move.”
Before Clive can reply, Sasha quite literally interjects. She raises a hand between us, and she has that look in her eye she gets when she’s receiving a lot of information in her earpiece.
“What’s this about strides towards lunar theocite extractions?” she asks.
Clive turns around and calls one of his colleagues forward with a tip of his head.
They’re all men, maybe by coincidence or maybe as an extended reflection of Zola’s hiring preferences, to go along with his unexplained single-sex “recruitment” policy for the boys in the Valerio Institute.
“Talk to him, Phil,” Clive pushes.
“I’m Phil Carter,” the man says. He’s much younger than Clive, with a voice that’s much shakier but an accent and general sound that’s almost identical. “I work more on the mining operations side. I come in after the site analysis is done by guys like Clive. And please… you really do have to understand that I didn’t know what Zola was going to do, either.”
“Spit it out,” Driver says. “Tell us about the Moon. Quick and simple. Details later.”
“We have an operable drilling system in place at the site,” Phil gulps. “The only hold up has been on testing and final analytics to make sure the extraction is safe. The deposits are so deep — and Clive can come back in for the details on that — doing it wrong could be catastrophic. And I mean planetarily catastrophic. My job is making sure it’s not. But if Zola is still pushing on with crazy moves like you’re talking about, and if all he cares about is being able to access some of the Moon’s theocite as quickly as he can…”
I feel my spine stiffen. The last thing Zola cares about now is doing anything safely.
“And you were working on this here?” I ask.
Phil nods. “None of the data will be on the systems you’ve scraped, though. Not unless you’ve been in my lab as well as the main areas.”
“Come on,” I tell him, grabbing his arm. “We need to see this right now.”
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As we set off for Phil’s lab, he and Clive are the only workers from the bunker who come with us.
The other three stay where we found them, in the bunker’s entry bay.
The best course of action is definitely keeping a lid on things until we know the next big move, and having thousands of people wandering around up here when they realize there’s no need to stay down there is the last thing we need.
Learning they have plenty of supplies and that morale hasn’t been too bad has satisfied Driver on this point, too. She previously shared some understandable concerns, very firmly, about there being children down there. Now that we know they’re doing okay, some of the urgency on that front has abated.
And for everyone’s long-term safety, we need space and time to work up here — especially with what Phil has just told us about the Moon.
I’m sure countless teams in our ERF bunkers and on the Vita are currently sweating over the implications of Zola already having an “operable drilling system in place” on the lunar surface. Phil’s comments about the only hold up being a need to ensure excavations could begin safely are particularly chilling.
“Planetarily catastrophic” was the kind of phrase I thought we’d relegated to the past when we successfully intervened at Site B. The prospect of something similarly dangerous occurring at a Site C, and particularly one that’s so distant, hardly bears thinking about.
When we reach the communications desk, a new message from Zola has arrived.
Without any fanfare or buildup, I hurry over and hit play.
“So far so good, Ray,” the maniac begins. “I am glad to see Carlo well. And Carlo, my friend… your questions will be answered when you are safely by my side and ready to embark on the journey you were born to make. Follow the map at the end of this message and you will come to an area of our launch facility. A station supply craft is waiting. Everything you need is there. Ray’s work with the Escape Pod was far more complex than launching this craft. He should be able to launch quickly.”
Each supply craft that serves the Beacon can launch with or without any passengers, depending on the nature and amount of the supplies being transported. I was fortunate enough to be taken to the station in a far more comfortable spaceplane, but that required a skilled pilot.
For Carlo in particular, launching a supply craft would be anything but a pleasant experience.
“And if you pay particularly close attention to one part of this final message, Carlo, please make it this part,” Zola goes on. “I cannot stress enough the importance of making sure you depart within the next two days. We remain in a stand-off with some very dark forces. Events are underway that mean I cannot guarantee your safety in the compound for any longer than that. Two hours would be preferable. There will be space for your things, but please gather them in haste. The Balena would have been more comfortable, but you will be aboard it soon enough, my friend. And Ray: I trust you listened carefully to the deadline, too. You’ve done well so far. Don’t let yourself down now.”
As the message concludes, a map to the launch site and supply craft appears on the screen.
“Why two days?” Driver asks, taking the words from my lips. “Why is he saying that? He gave you 24 hours to get here from Colorado… why is he giving you twice as long to walk a quarter-mile and launch in a craft that’s ready to go?”
“That must really be a hard deadline,” Sasha muses. “Something has to be happening. He just said events are underway, and earlier on he said Carlo has to leave soon for his own safety. That could be a bluff, but Laika didn’t think so and I didn’t, either. I’m sure everyone in Colorado, on the Vita and everywhere else is going to be looking for clues of what he’s talking about, but we have to take it seriously.”
“My legs need to rest,” Carlo says weakly from beside me. He sits down in one of the chairs by the control desk.
Driver moves in front of him, as though keen to ensure he doesn’t touch anything. She eyes one of the other chairs and gestures with her eyes, asking me to move it back. I do, carrying it about ten feet from the desk.
“That one,” she tells Carlo.
He sighs but dutifully moves. “I have walked too much for one week, let alone one day.”
“Do you want to stay with him?” I ask Driver. “He’s only going to slow us down and we really need Sasha for the data-scraping and communications. I figure you won’t be okay with leaving him on his own…”
It’s her turn to sigh now, but after a long look at Carlo she seems to sympathize at least a little. “Go for it,” she tells us. “I’ll keep an eye on him.”
“Thank you,” Carlo says, closing his eyes as he takes a slow breath of relief.
I really don’t think an ultra long-distance journey through space is a very good idea given Carlo’s age and general physical condition, but as far as Zola’s insane plans go I suppose that’s not the standout point.
Sasha and I set off with our new allies in the shape of Phil and Clive, experienced ZolaCore space workers who specialize in two complementary aspects of off-Earth mining research and planning.
For once it feels like luck is finally on our side. We made it happen by coming here and going a step further by engaging with the bunker, but I’m still grateful for finding them. And given Zola’s obsession with mining, I suppose it should be no great surprise that these are the kinds of things they’ve been working on in the compound.
Without Carlo, we move a lot quicker.
Sasha whispers to me that our allies have secured a positive ID on Phil, just like they did on Clive. He isn’t featured in the psychological reports I found on the Beacon. Seemingly that’s because unlike Clive, he has never been a candidate for a station-based position.
Data from the intelligence agencies confirms that what Phil has told us about himself is true, though. Based on his academic qualifications and information in his tax returns, his specialization is in mining.
Laika, who has batted 100 for 100 on everything we’ve been able to be sure about, also believed him from the start.
Our urgency in accessing as much data as possible on Zola’s lunar mining operation leaves no time to talk about Carlo even as we walk. I push aside their questions on that topic for now, asking several of my own instead.
The walk is fortunately very short. That means I don’t get spoken answers on much, but that I can now get something much more useful: hard data that the others can analyze from afar.
When we reach Phil’s lab, he unlocks the door via a quick biometric tap of his finger that brings to mind only too many memories of the station. Inside, the parallels are just as clear. It looks for all the world like one of the Beacon’s main-body labs, right down to the roof paneling and flooring.
Sasha asks me to put the backpack down so she can grab a data-scraping drive. Phil assists her, sliding an almost invisible panel on the side of his computer to reveal the ports.
Phil then sits down in front of his computer and unlocks that, too.
“How in the hell did he get an operable drilling system on to the Moon without the rest of the world noticing, anyway?” I ask as Phil navigates through his menu screens.
“The drill was modular,” he says, never breaking focus. “Zola carried out a lot of small landings, with cover stories in case those were ever spotted — which they weren’t. So the landings got bigger and bigger. He always went in from the right side. Now there’s a domed structure and everything, mate, all robotically constructed with control relays from our massive satellite fleet. The Beacon and the satellites gave him a way of getting stuff into orbit without raising any eyebrows, then getting it towards where it had to go. The key thing is that no one has been paying attention. If there’s no obvious money in any given area of space research, no one is interested. The government space agencies don’t seem to care about anything any more, and the commercial rivals ZolaCore hasn’t consumed aren’t looking at the Moon, either. It would have been a thousand times harder for us to do asteroid landings without being spotted, because there’s so much less regulation which means so much more competition.”
Phil is still typing and clicking away as he speaks, navigating to the data he wants to show us. Sasha’s data-scraping drive and its broadcasting device will send that data to the others very soon, too, but seeing it through my lenses will deliver it to anyone without them having to look for it.
“You know what I mean?” Phil continues. “There are all kinds of conventions about commercial lunar activity. But at the end of the day those conventions are like locks on cars — they only keep honest people out. When Zola sees a window, you better believe he’s gonna smash through it. He sold us on all of it, you know? Bureaucracy was getting in the way of progress, we couldn’t let our talents go to waste, future generations were counting on us to take these risks. And I’m not claiming to be an angel here. I’ve been bloody well paid for my discretion here. But you’ve gotta hear me out when I say Zola was gonna do all of this stuff with or without me, and my work has been trying to make sure he did it safely.”
I feel like Phil might have a little bit more to feel guilty about than I do. Okay, my work played a more direct role in hastening Zola’s diabolical plan. But I was working on the station in my capacity as a legitimate academic researcher, keeping no secrets from the law or anyone else.
I’m not holding it against him, and he’s definitely showing some good qualities by helping us now. I think my own guilt is just making me desperate to convince myself I’m not as bad as someone else, besides the obvious case of Zola himself. I had similar thoughts about Carlo and even Clive.
“Here we go,” he says, shifting in his chair just as Sasha pulls out the data-scraping drive to hook up to her broadcasting device.
I lean forward over Phil, with Clive doing the same. We share a quick glance, wondering if we’ve missed what we’re supposed to be seeing.
“This is going to show the status of the drilling system,” Phil says.
Okay, so there’s been nothing for us to miss quite yet. But it’s coming now.
“Other teams down here have done a lot of analysis work on theocite,” Phil says, hovering his finger over a key as though he’s ready to hit it, “so we know the power we need to reach a certain depth, once we hit it. The telescopic drill we have up there is much more powerful and much longer than anything on Earth. There are explosives, too. And you know about theocite so you’ll get the idea… it’s volatile stuff. Even a few small blasts can trigger a cascade. I never liked that and I told him so, but he said there would only ever be blasts to get through thick layers of non-theocite rock.”
If I wasn’t worried already, the words “explosives” and “blasts” coming so close to the word “theocite” is enough to bring a lump to my throat.
“Around a year ago, Zola started pushing me to run simulations of stronger and deeper excavations,” Phil goes on. “Nothing was ever enough. I always told him to be careful with my data, but the truth is I’ve always been careful before I give it to him. I’ve shown this stuff to guys in here who I trust — guys who know a lot more about the Moon as a natural satellite than I do. For me it’s a mining site, you know? For them, it’s crucial to life on Earth. So believe me, I know the kind of damage that could be done if that thing ever gets going at more than 20 percent of its maximum power. For depth, I wouldn’t be happy beyond 30 percent of the drill’s potential. The last numbers I gave Zola were 13 and 19 percent, because I pretty much expected him to round them up by another half.”
“Do you really think he’s going to do it?” I ask. “How could he mine it now and get it to the Balena when we have the Vita up there?”
Phil shrugs. “He would just dare them to stop him. And yeah, I think he’ll do it. I think he’ll push past the numbers I gave him, too. After hearing that deadline for two days, I think he’ll start then — when he has the old guy. He probably wants to get himself and that dude onto the Balena first. That’s going to be able to defend itself better than the station, and if Zola starts messing with the physical integrity of the Moon that’ll be a major escalation in the stand-off.”
“Okay,” I sigh, scratching my chin as I take all of that in.
With a single keystroke, Phil calls up the data we’ve been waiting on. There’s a diagram too, showing a two-tone digitized representation of the moon.
Before I can take much of it in, I stumble backwards with Clive as Phil pushes his seat back and jumps to his feet. He dashes towards the door like a greyhound released from its trap.
Clive grabs him, reacting quickly and pulling him in. “What the hell, mate?”
Meanwhile, I’m staring at the screen.
I can’t make much sense of the diagram or the countless data fields at the bottom of the screen, but what I see at the top instantly makes my stomach knot.
Six words and two numbers is all it takes to stun me into a stupor:
STATUS: ENGAGED.
ACCESS: LOCKED.
POWER: 100.
DEPTH: 100.
“Let me go,” Phil demands of Clive. “I’ve gotta get to the others. I’ve gotta do something!”
“Clive…” Sasha says, trying to get his attention.
Eventually, Clive turns and sees it, too. As shocked as the rest of us, he releases his grip on Phil and lets him sprint out to tell whoever he’s heading for in the bunker.
“Does this mean what I think it means?” I ask, stuttering out the words.
“Ray, mate…” Clive gulps. “If this is right, Zola’s not just gonna mess with the physical integrity of the Moon like Phil was talking about at 20 percent. He’s gonna bloody destroy it!”
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In one horrible moment, it all falls into place.
Zola’s comments about not needing the Earth-based theocite but not wanting to leave it with us have just found their singular solution:
He’s going to take what he needs from the extensive lunar deposits, setting off an incredibly destructive process that will ultimately… and I can’t believe I’m even saying this… destroy the Moon.
And that’s more than bad news for the Moon… it’s catastrophically terrible news for Earth. Planetarily catastrophic, as Phil himself put it before he was even considering that Zola would ever put his pedal to the metal with 100 percent depth and power.
I can’t even process the bitter irony that our success in foiling Zola’s plan for the detonations at Site B has only pushed him into an even more destructive plan.
Phil’s reaction a few moments ago really did say everything. The fact he was worried about anything above 20 percent of the drill’s power being engaged is enough to make me feel positively paralyzed with panic about what’s going to happen now that Zola has begun the drilling process at 100 percent power.
If I knew someone who I thought could help, I’d be running to them, too.
All I can do is turn to Sasha.
“Any reactions?” I ask.
With an expression befitting the terrible news we’ve just received, Sasha pushes a finger against her earpiece to hear more clearly.
“I’m hearing from Colorado and the Vita,” she says. “They think we have to put everything into stopping this. Whatever Zola can do from the Balena and the Beacon is nothing compared to what this could do. The right people are already looking at Phil’s simulations to see what exactly we can expect, based on his understanding. Just disturbing the Moon’s orbit would have serious effects. But then when you factor in massive ejecta, let alone what would happen to Earth without the Moon even if we avoided major impacts from its destruction… it doesn’t bear thinking about. They feel like the bunkers can count on their missile defenses to deal with whatever Zola can throw at us, but we only have one chance to stop this. If we’re too late, it can never be undone.”
“Can the Vita reconfigure and get close enough to destroy the mining set up?” I ask.
She listens for a few seconds then shakes her head. “It’s not viable. Reconfiguring takes time. And Major says the Vita can really move, but it doesn’t accelerate or decelerate as quickly as it would need to for getting to the right spot in anything under three days. If this two-day deadline Zola gave us is based on what’s going to happen when the drill reaches a certain point, the Vita can’t help.”
That’s a huge disappointment, but something Sasha said has given me an idea.
I run my hand through my hair and stare at the ceiling in thought.
The idea is so crazy I almost wish it wasn’t there, but it’s all I have.
If accelerating and decelerating far more rapidly than conventional methods allow is what it’s going to take to get to the Moon quickly enough to stop this carnage…
If Lewis Cameron in Scotland was right about a craft being built here that can land people on the Moon…
And if Clive, currently sporting the same dumbstruck expression as me, was right about something else…
“Wait, what are you thinking?” he asks.
I lower my eyes to meet his. “You said there was ‘a fair amount’ of theocite here, right?”
“Uh-huh…”
“Some of which has already been ultra-heated for analysis?”
“Uh-huh…”
I gulp. “And there has to be a lot of BioZol, right?”
“Where are you going with this, Ray?”
To kill my hesitation, I glance back at the computer. Another few seconds looking at those 100s beside the words Power and Depth is all I need.
Whatever it takes, we have to do all we can to stop this. Like climbing into the Escape Pod and hurtling towards Earth, and like climbing into the Nautilus to go into the fire of Site B with no idea what we’d find, the imminent prospect of a planetary disaster on this scale not only justifies but demands any level of risk that’s necessary to prevent it.
“Ray?” Sasha pushes, gulping out the shaky word. “What are you thinking?”
“We need absolutely everyone ready to run every calculation, and we’re counting on some things to be here,” I say. “But if they are, and if we work fast, there might just be a way to get there in time.”
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I half expect to hear Eva’s voice in my earpiece, telling me I can’t be serious.
She doesn’t force through any comments from the plane, though. Everything is still coming via Sasha.
If I had said everything I’m thinking — which I wouldn’t be thinking in the first place if it didn’t seem so horribly necessary — Eva might well have voiced her opinion. I hope we never have to cross that bridge, but there’s no telling what lies ahead.
“Do you know anything about another large craft?” I ask Clive. “Not as big as the Balena but much bigger than the station supply craft. It’s supposed to be for mining applications and it’s supposed to be able to land people directly on asteroids or the Moon and then take off again. Plus it can dock with the Beacon. Does that ring any bells? You said people are talking in the bunker, right? A guy who used to work here told me about it. Lewis Cameron.”
“I’ve never heard the name before but yeah, I’ve heard about that craft,” he replies. “I hadn’t until a few days ago. It’s here. I don’t think it’s ready to launch, though, mate, and it ain’t getting to the Moon in two days.”
“It took three and a half days to reach the Moon in 1969,” I reply, “and chronologically speaking we’re as far away from the Saturn V as the Saturn V was from the Ford Model T. Even before the Apollo missions, Luna 1 didn’t hit the target but still made it as far as the Moon in 36 hours. New Horizon didn’t go towards the Moon, but it covered the equivalent distance in less than a quarter of that time. Obviously we can’t reach those extremes with a manned craft that has to decelerate and land. But with theocite-enriched BioZol in the tanks, we can split the difference.”
No one responds.
I turn to Sasha. “I know everyone is listening to me, so tell them I’m serious,” I say. “They have all my data from the station on the post-enrichment potency of the new fuel. If the data we’ve scraped from here doesn’t already have everything about this secret craft, we’ll find it on another system and then they can calculate everything to the last decimal. The Moon is almost as close as it gets right now, too. That’s a very bad thing for the damage Zola’s drill is going to do if we can’t stop it, but it’s a good thing for getting there quickly.”
Still, no response.
“And I want detail on the danger of this drill, too, independent of Phil’s simulations. I want our experts to verify everything. We need to fully understand the risk of doing nothing to weigh it up against the risk of doing everything. When it’s all or nothing, the decision makes itself. I want every other suggestion they have, too, but I want people on this one right now. Major, Williams, Hart… everyone… get your people on it as if it’s the only chance we have, because it just might be. Please. And Eva… I know you’re listening. I’ll be back in that plane before I do anything else, so for now I’m just asking you to trust me.”
Eventually, having heard the strength of my position, Clive straightens his posture and stiffens his own expression. “Come on, mate, I’ll get you in front of the guys you need to see.”
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“Where do you need me?” Driver asks as I reach the communications desks. She’s standing waiting for me to pass through, having obviously seen Phil run the same way.
I figure she’ll actually have been hearing everything I’ve said, too, courtesy of her earpiece. The silence I got from her end is no surprise, since I didn’t expect her to be talking much to Carlo.
When I see the old guy asleep in his chair, it makes even more sense.
“With us,” I tell her. “He’s fine, even if he wakes. Come on.”
As we set off running, I’m very quickly reminded that Driver is a lot fitter than I am. I don’t think I can blame the backpack for all of my slowness, even if it plays a part, but my leg still has residual shooting pains from a collision during my impromptu spacewalk outside the Beacon.
The pain only comes when I run, but this is no time to move slowly. I grit my teeth and push ahead.
By the time we reach the bunker, Phil is already all the way inside. Both hatches are open.
I see a moderately sized crowd of people, understandably far more surprised to see us than we are to see them. Phil has only been here for a few minutes, so the news hasn’t yet spread all the way through what’s bound to be a deep and extensive bunker complex.
Any plans to break the news gently are all the way out of the window now, though, and I can’t really blame Phil. He’s calling out names, clearly of some colleagues he wants to bring into the fold.
Another of the guys we saw when we first reached the bunker approaches Sasha and asks if he can have the tablet again, to link it up to the screens on every level of the bunker so he can explain the bigger picture before too much chaos spreads inside.
She says that’s a good idea and hands it over.
Clive, meanwhile, steps in and takes over from Phil in yelling out a series of names. He’s still running as he calls, though, wasting no time as he heads further in. Before long I see and hear that he’s gone straight for a microphone connected to a powerful public address system.
I’m pretty impressed by how calm he manages to sound when he reaches the microphone, in contrast to both Phil’s shouting voice and his own from a few moments earlier.
“Would all ZolaCore workers with knowledge of Operation Starshot and especially of the Mantis please report immediately to the entry bay. Mining specialists, too. All on-shift and standby public order personnel, please report to your nearest public walkway and restrict entry-bound access to relevant ZolaCore staff.”
I’m glad he added the last part, which will hopefully prevent a massive rush of concerned bunker-dwellers. I’m not stepping inside even for a second. I’ve spent more than enough time in emergency bunkers for one lifetime, and the work we need to do is out here.
It’s wherever the craft is, wherever the theocite and BioZol are, and wherever we can best converge to run our own calculations.
Clearly with the same idea, Clive comes straight back out after issuing his request for qualified staff.
“What’s Operation Starshot?” I ask.
“It was a work-in-progress plan to land people on asteroids and mine them to provide fuel and resources to sustain a larger generation ship as it continued further and further out. There are guys here who have been working on elements of the plan for two decades. The discovery of Bayzen 108b made it a higher priority than ever, until the discovery of massive terrestrial and lunar theocite deposits changed everything all over again. Zola’s idea now is that the Balena can get there with a massive stock and never have to stop en route. Starshot was redundant.”
As Clive finishes answering, I see the first uniformed workers heading our way from inside. There are only two so far.
“And Operation Mantis?” I push.
“That was the codename for development of the mining craft, mate. The Mantis. As soon as you see a concept image, you’ll know why. It has a fold-out support structure, raising the front to allow more power on the built-in drills. It was going to function as an all-in-one mining rig. The guys I’ve spoken to about it down here said there are no drills attached to it, but there would have been for the planned future missions. They said it doesn’t look much like a mantis right now. But okay, good, this is some of them coming now.”
More and more people are coming into view, straight towards us.
They stop as the wall-sized screen inside to our left comes to life. Still not stepping in, I walk far enough to the side to see that it’s showing the introductory note from the video our allies put together.
“We don’t have time for this,” Driver grunts as the workers all stand gawping at the screen. Seconds later, we hear the message from President Williams begin to play.
And while Driver is right to think we have no time to waste, the expression on the workers’ faces is a strong sign that this isn’t really wasted time. They know nothing at the moment, still believing Zola to be the potential savior who built this bunker to keep them safe.
To believe what he’s doing on the Moon and to work with us in stopping it, they first have to know what he’s done so far.
“Has anyone come back with anything yet?” I ask Sasha. I’m still keen for us to make some use of this time, even while the video playing inside does its work of turning Zola’s employees into our allies in a desperate bid to defy his evil will.
“And that’s for sure on the timeline?” she asks, replying to something I can’t hear. She then gulps, audibly as well as visibly, before looking me in the eye. “So far some of our team in Colorado have looked at Phil’s simulations and other surface-level stuff from the data we just sent. There’s a log showing when the drill started… it was after we got here. Okay… now they’re saying it was more specifically right after we sent the second broadcast, showing that we had Carlo. The timestamps make it look like he did it in direct reaction to that.”
I raise a hand to my face and involuntarily squeeze the bridge of my nose like a stress ball.
It just gets worse.
Zola only engaged the drill when he had us where he wanted us and knew we were going to get his precious Carlo off Earth before it would be too late. If we hadn’t danced to his tune, this wouldn’t be happening.
“Hey,” Driver says, slapping my hand very firmly to knock it away from my face. “You saw what he did to Virginia. We came here because we had to. Everything we’ve done, we’ve done because we had to. It always seems like he’s a step ahead, I know… but we’ve always caught up. How many more times can stopping one thing lead to something even worse? None, Ray. No more times. This is his last play. And don’t forget we have the one thing he wants. He brought us here to get Carlo, even though there was the risk we would find out more. Carlo is our trump card.”
I take a deep breath. “So what are you saying? We threaten Carlo to make Zola stop the drill? You didn’t see Phil’s computer, but it said the status was locked. The only way to stop it, if it’s possible at all, would be to physically disrupt it by being present on the moon.”
“Like we physically stopped the Site B detonations by being present in the ocean?” she asks rhetorically. “When we did exactly that with no communication and no help from anyone else?”
“That was a one hour trip in a submarine, Driver. Not the Moon.”
Sasha steps in to make another point: “The other thing they have on the timeline is about what Phil’s simulations call the critical disruption point. That’s when it becomes too late to stop a runaway disaster, basically. At 100 percent power and depth, the point is calculated at 54 hours from the moment of initiation.”
“And there’s his two-day deadline,” I sigh.
“Jesus,” Clive mutters.
It feels like another body blow when I’m already reeling from the last one.
Driver, unshaken, holds my eyes. “You do the fuel, I’ll do the driving,” she says, very flatly.
I have nothing to say. I just have no idea where to start. I’m struggling to comprehend all of this. We really do only have two days to prevent Zola’s lunar drill from reaching its critical disruption point, and it really is because we came here.
“I don’t expect you to come,” Driver goes on. “I really don’t expect you to leave your family again now that you’ve reached them, but you bet your ass I expect you to help me from here. We can’t do this without you.”
I take a slow breath.
“Please,” she says, somewhat uncharacteristically. “If these guys say their Mantis craft could handle your fuel’s potency without killing me, and if someone can give me something to destroy that drill before it’s too late, please just give me the biggest push you can. I won’t be counting on making it back, Ray, but I know I’ve got one more drive left in me.”
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The selflessness and fearlessness of Driver’s words refocuses my mind.
As the ZolaCore workers visible near the bunker’s entrance continue to watch the brief video package that’s explaining a lot of things far more succinctly and convincingly than we ever could, my mind is whirring.
Driver is right on all counts. We do need to explore the possibility of this mission, because there’s nothing else to do. We’ve been in this kind of bind only too many times, like she said, and here we are once again knowing that what might come next doesn’t even matter until we’ve done what’s necessary to ensure anyone on Earth will be alive to see it.
“If they say it’s possible, I’ll do everything I can,” I tell her. “And thanks. But I don’t want to hear anything about not making it back. If the Mantis can get you there, there’s going to be a way to stop the drill without risking the craft’s ability to bring you back. It’s not a kamikaze mission. The real sticking point isn’t what happens once you’re there, like it was in the ocean. The sticking point is getting there safely and in time.”
“You’re serious about volunteering, aren’t you?” Clive asks Driver.
She nods stoically. “Whatever it takes.”
Phil, who ran into the bunker after his computer brought the drill’s activation to our attention, emerges a few seconds later. He already saw the incriminating evidence of Zola’s evil plan when we first met him so we’re way past all of that, but his frantic manner is still bordering on the manic.
Naturally, he’s missed what we’ve just been talking about.
“You said something to Clive about enriching BioZol with theocite,” he pants breathlessly as he reaches me. “Do you have the data? If the Starshot guys can get the Mantis ready and you can give them the potency data, that might be our only chance of getting there.”
I turn to Sasha and ask her to have someone send over my research data from the station. I brought it to Earth with everything else I could get my hands on, and they should be able to broadcast it to one of her drives just like she’s been doing with the data from here in the other direction.
“That’s what we’re thinking,” I tell Phil. “What we need is everyone in one place so everyone hears everything at once and can speak up with their ideas or issues. All hands on deck. That big space at the communications desks is probably best, right?”
Phil nods eagerly. “They’re all coming. As soon as that video ends they’ll be flooding out.”
Sasha gets her data-broadcasting device from the backpack once more and attaches a small drive to it. I never imagined we could find a more helpful go-between and all-rounder than Shaun in Virginia, but she’s coming up trumps again and again.
“It’s almost done,” Driver notes, hearing through the speakers which part of the message is now playing. Sure enough, playback stops very soon after she says it.
The ZolaCore staff we can see all head our way, and increasing numbers appear in view moments later as they make their way up from the lower levels where they’ve just seen the Earth-shattering revelations about Zola and what’s really gone on.
They don’t know about the Moon yet — they still have that revelation to look forward to — but the looks of betrayal, fury and determination on their faces are no bad thing.
The video has done its job, no doubt about it. I can only credit our distant allies for that one, and yet again it’s showing the benefit of having a well organized team on our side.
For the potential mission that lies ahead, though, a new team that’s about to form is the one we need most of all. Only the ZolaCore researchers and staff in this compound know anything about the Mantis craft we’re counting on and the lunar site we have to reach.
Our existing allies are still going to be crucial for confirming the viability and safety of any mission proposals we come up with here, but we’ll be counting on our unlikely new allies far more strongly.
Inevitably, the ZolaCore workers emerging from the bunker aren’t the only people I see near the entrance. Some civilians have now come upstairs, too, and it looks like the “public order personnel” Clive asked to stand guard could be at risk of being overwhelmed.
“Relevant staff only,” Driver booms, stepping forward. “Everyone else, this bunker is the safest place you can be while we deal with urgent operational matter upstairs. You, with the kid… do you want him to survive the next few days? Then stay where you are. Stay out of our way while we fix this. We have a real security blockade at the end of the walkway so no non-staff are getting through, anyway. Stand back or you’re only going to hold up the people we need out here to keep you safe in there.”
Her words are as firm as her tone, but singling out an individual and bluffing about a security blockade seems to be doing the trick. There’s been anything but a flood of civilians so far, in any case, presumably since their quarters are going to be on the lower levels like was the case in the two ERF facilities I’ve been in.
I think the fact that Clive called for ZolaCore personnel before the video began is also helping us out. It means most of them were already on their way up the bunker’s stairs when they stopped to take in the incredible footage, so they don’t take long to reach us when it ends.
“There’s probably around 60 people in here who worked on some aspect of Operation Starshot or the Mantis,” Clive says from my side. As he speaks, he’s directing some of them out and telling them to wait slightly further along the walkway towards the main compound.
These were the people he called for, as opposed to all workers, and we already have somewhere around 60.
“We’ll give it another minute and then head upstairs,” I say. “We need to get on this and we need to close the bunker, too.”
No one disagrees. The idea of keeping anyone inside against their will is a tough one to stomach, but it really is for everyone’s safety. This compound is a space center, no more comfortable for anyone than a bunker filled with amenities and beds and everything else. It’s also about to become a working space center once again, with an urgent mission at hand for a large group of skilled experts who really don’t have time for the distraction of people milling around in confusion and fear.
Waiting for more staff to appear is like waiting for the last few corn kernels to pop in the microwave. They’re getting less and less frequent, and each extra second risks what we already have — not by burning the perfectly piped kernels, but by bringing more civilians upstairs who look determined to get out.
“I’d call it now, mate,” Clive says. “Anyone else who’s late can come out when things die down.”
He’s right. “We’ll be going to the comms desks upstairs,” I tell the other staff who have amassed in the hallway beside us. Some look alarmed, others determined. “One minute.”
Inside, I’m glad that no one is angrily bustling to get out. There is a growing number of people, though, many of whom weren’t here when Driver made her previous intervention.
I step forward to the very edge of the entry bay and call Clive to join me, since he really seems to have the air of someone who’s risen up as a natural leader in here.
“You might have seen me in the video,” I say, talking as loudly as I can — practically a shout. The general hubbub dies down, allowing me to speak more comfortably. “I was left to die on the Beacon, and we’ve been fighting to keep the world safe from Zola since I got back to Earth. I know he left all of you behind, and you know that because we came here from Colorado to keep the world safe one more time. We’re almost there, and right now I need the space experts he left behind to help us upstairs and I need the rest of you he left behind to help us — to help us help you — by staying down here just a little bit longer.”
“Listen to this man,” Clive says. “He’s right.”
It’s not much, but he’s had these people’s trust since long before they first saw me a few minutes ago, so I appreciate the interjection.
“I’ve been in a bunker, too,” I go on. “Two actually. The one where I landed and the one where I found my family. My little boy is seven years old. I know it’s not easy, especially if you have kids in there with you, but I also know this is the safest place you can be right now. You’re safer here than upstairs, especially with some of the work we’re going to have to do in the next few hours. Believe me. This place was built to keep people safe. We’re absolutely not locking you in, either… the bunker only locks from the inside. But please, work with us. There’s nothing up here for you. We’re doing all we can to make sure the world outside can rebuild and that it’s going to be safe for you to come all the way out of here in a few days.”
As the acting security team follows a signal from Clive to encourage people further back, the crowd obliges. It’s never been anything close to a mob and the mood is clearly one of concern rather than anger — at least, not anger directed at us — but there’s an evident change after my comments. I’m glad of that.
The other guys we first met along with Clive and Phil apparently aren’t relevant staff with knowledge of Operation Starshot or the Mantis, as they’ve remained in the entry bay that serves as a buffer between the bunker’s two thick hatch-like seals. With one more signal from Clive, they engage the closing mechanism for the outer hatch.
No other staff members have emerged since I started talking, so I don’t think we’re missing anyone.
“We’re at 55,” Sasha says, as though reading my mind.
“I think it’s everyone,” Clive says. “The main senior people we need are definitely out.”
I turn around and look again at the group. It’s mixed across age groups with around a third being women, so slightly more varied than I might have expected from Zola.
“Phil said something about sending the Mantis to the Moon within two days,” one of the women near the front says to Clive. “Tell me that’s not what this is?”
Phil, our drill expert, did run into the bunker in a panic. It thankfully wasn’t too contagious and he thankfully didn’t reach too many people, but they know now.
As soon as the idea is in the air, the looks of shock I’ve seen until now quickly turn to disbelief.
“Gather around the comms desks,” Driver cuts in, pointing the way. “We don’t have long.”
The group doesn’t react.
“Did she stutter?” Clive booms. “Go!”
This time, they do.
“Thanks,” Driver mumbles to him.
He shakes his head. “It’s nothing. If you’ve really got the balls to do this, we’re going to give you every chance. You said it yourself, mate: whatever it takes.”
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When we reach the communications desks, now joined by dozens of ZolaCore space professionals, Carlo is still asleep in his chair.
I was never concerned about leaving him, but seeing him here still brings a sense of relief. Driver walks to the activated touchscreen and quickly confirms that no new broadcasts have been sent or received since Zola gave us a map to the station supply craft he wants me to use to bring Carlo to the station.
Driver wakes him, so he can hear all of this. Even if he knows nothing about the science, he knows Zola better than any of us. I’ll value his instincts as to what Zola’s immediate reaction might be when he realizes the Mantis is heading for the Moon.
The leverage we have as long as Carlo is here could be all that’s standing between us and massive retaliation, too. Without the old guy really doing anything, he might just be the ace up our sleeve.
To say our plans have changed since last broadcasting to Zola would be an understatement.
The shattering news Phil discovered on his computer system has changed everything, and I encourage him to step forward with us to address the rest of the group.
By now, they all know why we arrived in New Zealand and that Zola is a far cry from the man they once thought. But they don’t yet know about the threat from his lunar drilling operation, and Phil is best placed to break the news.
Phil lays it out as efficiently as he can. I watch the group as he talks and notice different people reacting more and less to different aspects of what he says. I figure the reactions vary based on what kind of specialized work they’re in.
He hits all the headline points, chiefly that we have barely two days to physically prevent the drill from reaching its critical disruption point.
Carlo, for his part, shakes his head in what looks like true desolation to learn that Zola has done this. “That must be why Nacho was so insistent on the deadline,” he sighs.
“And the key thing is that we can’t stop it from here,” Driver says, ignoring Carlo and taking over now that Phil has reached the end of his part. “We have to do it on-site. I’m not asking any of you to go and don’t want to hear why we shouldn’t do this. I want to hear if and how we can.”
“Can we have some divisions,” Clive orders, signaling with his hands. “Mining to this side, Mantis guys over there, and then general Operation Starshot team and physicists to the left.”
As the mass of experts splinters into organized groupings, I’m pleased to see that mining-related staff comprise the smallest division. I think we already have most of what we need on that side of things, with Clive’s knowledge of site analysis and Phil’s work on the actual drilling standing us in good stead so far.
I look squarely at the people who have worked on the Mantis. “Do any of you know a Lewis Cameron who used to work here?”
Several immediately confirm that they do.
“Okay,” I say. “He’s in a public bunker in Scotland and he’s the reason we thought there was a craft here that can land people on the Moon. He didn’t work on it, but he heard rumors. From some of you, maybe. Anyway, Clive has mentioned the Mantis. The first thing I need to know is how quickly it can be ready to launch.”
The Mantis team look around, sharing glances. No one answers right away.
“Let’s say there are no safety checks,” Driver adds. “Let’s say you don’t have to load anything except the fuel, let’s say conditions are perfect, and let’s pretend you don’t care where it’s taking me. How soon could it be ready to leave the ground?”
“Eleven hours,” someone says.
“No way… four or five,” another counters. “No checks, no loading. We could have it above ground in four, active in five.”
These answers are wildly different, clearly, and the lower end is more in the range of what I wanted and needed to hear.
“We can work with five as the target,” Clive says from my side. He then raises his eyebrows and tips his head slightly, encouraging me to raise the next crucial point.
“Then I need to know how quickly it can get to the Moon without killing whoever is inside,” I begin, holding a finger out to make it clear I don’t want an answer until the second part is out. “I know you have BioZol here. I can enrich it with the ultra-heated theocite sample that’s in here, too, to create a fuel with potency well beyond anything you’ll be imagining. You’ll be able to see all my data. The fuel was stable enough for the tanks of the Escape Pod I used to get down from the station. I know ZolaCore researchers have been studying other enriched fuels for rapid acceleration and deceleration with an eye on precision landings on mineable asteroids. Please… tell me some of you were those researchers and tell me the Mantis was the craft you had in mind for utilizing a massively enriched fuel source.”
One hand goes up, followed by several others.
Good. Very good.
I nod. “Okay. So with the rapid deceleration we could achieve on approach after the rapid and sustained acceleration we can use to get there… how quick could the journey be? Imagine the fuel is as optimal as it could possibly be. What I’m really asking you here is what can the Mantis sustain — with safety in mind, but not caution — and even more explicitly, what could its pilot sustain? Ballpark figure…”
“It can be done,” a woman near the front of the group chimes in, first to reply after a few seconds of heavy silence. “If everything goes perfectly, given where the Moon is now, which is one thing on our side, if we launch at the right time of day it’s not impossible that we could achieve 24 hours.”
“We need less,” Driver immediately replies.
“We don’t,” I step in. “Driver… that is fast. You have to get there alive or it’s all for nothing. If everything else is as fast as they say, 24 hours works.”
She exhales slowly and gives a half-shrug of acceptance. I don’t think any answer would have been fast enough for her to not push for an even faster one. That’s just who she is, but sometimes fearlessness can cross into recklessness. Fortunately she’s not too proud to defer when people who have dedicated their careers to a field of study give an answer that won’t budge.
“If the potency is as optimal as you say, I think you could survive a journey closer to 19 hours,” a man chimes in. He’s also in the Mantis group and he’s looking at the ceiling with a hand on his chin as he speaks, clearly deep in thought.
I look at the woman who proposed 24, and then back to him. “I don’t want ‘could’ survive,” I say. “It doesn’t have to be comfortable but it has to be sure. I want ‘will’ survive, otherwise the whole plan is out the window. Safety but not caution, like I said.”
The man nods in agreement. “Agreed. But you asked what a pilot could sustain. I was just throwing out an absolute best-case number, without having seen the data or conferred with anyone else.”
“Throwing out ideas is what we want, so thanks for that. But I need the physics team on all of this,” I go on, turning back to them. “We can put you in touch with other experts from the public agencies, top universities and the private sector. We need launch and path proposals based on the potency data you’re going to see, and we need them as soon as you can possibly provide them. In the meantime, I need the Mantis crew to get it above ground and ready to launch as soon as the time is right. I need everyone to act like everything else is lined up and we’re only waiting for you. The actual sticking point could be me, depending on what kind of lab I can use to enrich the BioZol.”
“Oh, you don’t need to do that,” the 19-hour guy replies with a slight grin. “This isn’t an Escape Pod you’re dealing with now. The Mantis was part of Operation Starshot, designed to be future proof for the eventual voyage. You said yourself, you know it was built for utilizing enriched fuels. There’s an enrichment chamber adjacent to the main tank. We can load the liquified theocite straight into the reserve and feed it in there as we need to. We don’t have to pre-mix like you did when you were on your own. We can even control the feeding-in process from here when we set the path, so the pilot wouldn’t have to control that just like she won’t have to direct the Mantis. Or we could set it to optimally pre-determined intervals once we have a flight path.”
I suddenly like this guy a lot. I like even more what he’s telling me.
Not having to enrich the BioZol here could save a lot of time, and if Driver doesn’t have to manually control the periodic boosts of super-charged fuel then that’s an equally welcome bonus.
“That’s excellent if it all holds up,” I reply. “So does everyone know what I need from them? Mantis crew, get it ready for launch as though we are ready to launch right now. Don’t worry about loading anything except for the BioZol. Mining team, give us the best ideas for physically disrupting the drill with as little collateral damage as possible — especially to the pilot who’s doing it. We want schematics of the rig, the dome, every piece of data you have. I also need all the data you can give me on the liquefied theocite. I need to know the processes it’s been exposed to and I need the most recent analysis you have.”
“I’ll get on that,” Clive offers from beside me.
“Thanks,” I say. “And Sasha, we’re going to need you to make sure everything is scraped and sent back, like Phil’s data already was. And if you can get each team linked up to our bunkers, that would be ideal. The others can put them in touch with whatever experts they need to confer with.”
She nods, as on-board and on top of things as always.
“And Starshot team… physicists… we need launch plans and flight paths,” I say. “Safety but not caution. Too late is too late, but dead on arrival is no good. Give me something in that Goldilocks zone.”
Despite the magnitude of the challenge we face, I see a sea of faces that look more confident than they did a few minutes ago.
As men and women of science I figure they’re a lot like me, probably right now feeling a lot like I did on the Beacon when I was all set to step into the tin can that called itself an Escape Pod and launch myself towards Earth.
The task is colossal and the chance of success feels remote. But just like I did then, each person on each team now knows what they have to do. There are constituent steps to take on the way to achieving the bigger goal.
All I’ve been able to do since all of this started is keep on taking the next step to the next challenge, and then looking for the next step once I get there.
“Ray,” a low voice calls, pulling my attention from the main group. Speaking up for the first time since Driver woke him up, it’s Carlo.
“Yeah?” I say.
Carlo furrows his brow. “When you and our friends talk of what the pilot can sustain, I hope they remember that my body can handle less.”
Like everyone else, judging by the total silence, I don’t know what he’s talking about.
“Why the hell would you think you’re going on the mission?” Driver asks, eventually breaking the hush.
“To give you any chance of survival,” Carlo replies flatly. “Is it not obvious?”
I gulp.
I think I know where he’s going with this, and I don’t like it one bit…
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Carlo looks back and forth between Driver’s gaze and mine. Eventually, he settles on me.
“Ray… if an unexpected craft launches without me inside, trying to interfere with Nacho’s drill, the Balena will destroy it. Even with me inside, he might do it. I can only hope I am more important to him than the theocite on the Moon. There is other theocite to be found. But only I can finish our work on the Mind Upload and be there for the boys. We have seen how little he cares for human life among strangers. I am the only leverage you have.”
Now it’s me and Driver who share an intense glance. She looks as uneasy as I feel.
“We would have to send a broadcast before we leave,” Carlo goes on. “Believe me, Nacho does not like to be surprised. I would tell him you are taking me somewhere else first, and that I do not know where but that you have discovered it is urgent. You can talk, too. You can tell him you will take me to the station but you literally must first ensure Earth is safe from his plan, which you discovered while we were looking for the station supply craft. You can say others had left the bunker and were in the same area. We would have to broadcast again once we launch, to prove we are both on board.”
All of a sudden, it feels like the room is spinning.
“If for one second Nacho thinks you are tricking him or choosing to delay what he requested, he will react. If he believes you are taking me as soon as you can, but first acting out of absolutely desperate necessity to protect the planet, his desire to have me on the Balena might be enough to allow your success. Otherwise, he will retaliate decisively. If we are not on board, the Mantis will not make it.”
Before he heard anything about the threat we face on the Moon, I was pondering the fact that Carlo knows Zola much better than any of us.
He does. For our chances of success, I’m glad to have him.
But his words have just hit me like a truck.
I wish he wasn’t right, but as soon as he’s said his piece I know he is.
There’s no way around it.
To keep our desperate fight for planetary survival alive, with any hope of avoiding immediately decisive retaliation, Carlo needs to be on the Mantis…
With me at his side.
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“None of you need to worry about this,” Driver instructs the broader group.
I’m glad she can talk, because I certainly can’t right now.
Unfortunately it’s pretty telling that she has no counter to Carlo’s points, either, because I know she didn’t want me to have to go on the mission just as much as I didn’t want to.
It was never that I wanted to push her into a risk I wasn’t willing to take myself, it was just that until Carlo’s interjection it felt like there was no need for me to go. All of the massive risks I’ve taken so far were risks I had to take, either because there was literally no one else who could take them or because Driver couldn’t take them on her own.
Finally reuniting with my family in Colorado was the biggest relief I’ve ever felt, and when I touched down and saw that Eva was pregnant I felt happier than I ever thought a man could be.
She was then the one who first made the call for us to come to New Zealand. She came with Joe because none of us could bear to part again and she didn’t think they would have been any safer in Colorado than here, but she knew I had to come here in the first place because Zola demanded it.
We all felt that I couldn’t risk riling Zola into a retaliation for missing his deadline. We didn’t know what would come next, but we had to stay in the fight.
We’re almost back in the spot, only with a whole lot of added danger involved in reaching the Moon rather than New Zealand and absolutely no prospect of them coming with me.
So yeah… almost the same spot, just a thousand times worse in every way.
The main constant is that yet again, all we can do is stay in the fight.
Even if things go well en route to the Moon and once we get there, there’s no knowing what would come next. Zola will still be well-armed and more pissed than ever. But to even get that far, we have to stay in the fight.
Sasha hasn’t spoken against Carlo’s suggestion either, and the solemn look on her face tells me the voices in her ear understand what has to be done.
“Everyone get to their work,” Driver goes on. “I want one person from each working group to report to Sasha every half hour. Pass on all important ideas or developments. Any important data has to be shared with our allies on the outside as soon as you have it. The half-hourly reports are your minimum. She’ll likewise pass on everything important that comes from outside. Is everyone clear on this?”
Confirmation comes from all around.
Driver might be the youngest person I can see in here, but she sure as hell knows how to step up when it counts. She carries herself like someone who has been places and done things most people could only ever read about or see on TV, and I know that’s the case.
She doesn’t just talk the talk. Now more than ever, she’s also leading by example to the ultimate degree.
Nothing could have shown more leadership than stepping forward to pilot the Mantis.
The craft is going to follow a set route and can be controlled from here, as we’ve heard. But Driver automatically put herself forward as our default choice to interrupt the drilling process, and that says everything.
The absence of any other volunteers is extremely understandable, but that’s what sets Driver apart.
I think Carlo deserves a word of credit, too.
To be clear, there’s certainly bound to be an element of self-preservation at play there. After all, Earth is going to be no place for anyone before long if we can’t stop the drill before it reaches its critical disruption point. And Carlo — wisely, to my mind — believes the best chance of the Mantis surviving Zola’s wrath will come from using him as a human shield on the mission.
It’s hard to disagree.
Still, I don’t doubt that some men of his age would choose to passively accept the probability of death rather than subject themselves to a journey like the one we’re about to face.
Even more importantly, though, I feel like Carlo has just nailed his colors to the mast. Without his intervention, but considering what it brought to mind, it seems very likely none of us would have survived for long. But what would have been likely is that Zola could have accessed the Moon’s theocite reserves and begun the Balena’s journey to Bayzen 108b. He wouldn’t have had Carlo or any of the would-be evacuees in the bunker beneath us, of course. But he would have had his all-important boys and the small number of high-priority staff who were evacuated.
The things Zola said about the new world’s “future children” in his recent broadcast suggests that repopulation would be no concern, suggesting some kind of genetic bank is likely to be present on the Balena. The point is that he was expressly willing to continue the voyage with only Carlo in addition to whoever is already there, which suggests he would likely continue it even without Carlo — if the theocite can be obtained.
But Carlo stepped in to warn us, and he has effectively offered himself up as a human shield. I now have no lingering doubts that he was being entirely honest to say that although he’ll do nothing that hurts the boys on the Balena, he has no loyalty to Zola and will assist us in stopping him from doing any more damage.
Actions speak louder than words, and Carlo just threw himself head-first into my inner circle of trust.
Most of our newly recruited army of helpers — world-leading experts in the most appropriate fields possible — quickly set off towards their workspaces. A few people step forward to introduce themselves to Sasha as their sub-groups’ chief point of contact.
This was a smart system that Driver suggested. As if I needed one, it’s yet another sign that she thrives when the pressure is on.
Clive is one of the volunteer go-betweens. Another is the man who helpfully described the Mantis’ enrichment chamber. It’s a hellish mission to accomplish on a frighteningly challenging timeline, but we have good people with us in the trenches.
Slowly and heavily, Driver then steps towards me and places a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll get you home,” she promises, and that’s all.
It takes a real effort to force a nod.
“Just like I said, Ray: you do the fuel, I’ll do the driving,” she goes on, a hint of a defiant grin creeping through the words.
“It seems like I don’t even have to do that here,” I reply. “This built-in enrichment tank is a huge deal. When I see the data on their liquified theocite sample, I’ll be able to compare it to the samples I used on the station. So will everyone else. We’ll be able to calculate the feed rate needed for any given boost. The difference between that and the process I had to use in the Escape Pod is literally like the difference between these contact lenses and the makeshift goggles I had to use on the station. It’s a game-changer.”
Driver reaches into her pocket and hands me a car key.
I take it.
“You need to be somewhere else right now a whole lot more than you need to be here,” she says. “Everything is moving. Each group is working on their side of things, Ray. You laid it all out perfectly and I sent them all to it. Sasha is setting up communication lines between each group and the bunkers. Soon we’re going to start hearing competing launch plans and optimal paths, but there’s nothing for you to do right now. It’s going to be at least four hours.”
“I’m already hearing eight hours for an optimal launch window,” Sasha interrupts. “That’s coming from outside. The team here will likely say the same once they get onto their systems. Even if everything else is ready by then… I don’t know, it’s not my field, but they’re saying it’s the best time to launch.”
“Thanks,” I tell her.
“See?” Driver says. “Eight hours. Go. We’ll be in contact all the time, always able to tell you if anything changes. Otherwise, just be back in seven hours to check in and pass through pre-flight security.”
She’s really trying, so I try almost as hard to smile at her joke.
“Seriously, though,” she goes on. “Go, Ray. And just in case, bring anything you think we might need on the station if it comes to that.”
I inhale slowly.
“Just in case,” Driver stresses. “If we have to bring Carlo after all — you know, if everyone thinks that’s the best idea in whatever situation we’re in — we could try to do something to catch Zola out. I’m not saying a ‘storm the castle’ kind of thing, but just, I dunno. The little explosives and stuff like that. If there’s anything in the plane that could be useful and it’s not too big, bring it.”
“Yeah,” I say.
“Actually, don’t worry about any of that,” she says, changing tack. I guess my expression is saying a lot. “I’ll ask Conlan and the others to have a think. Just you be where you have to be, Ray. You’ve done enough. And you’ll remember the way to the plane, right?”
“You mean remembering that one turn you took, at 85 miles an hour?” I reply, chuckling at her sarcastic and mood-lightening question. “I think I’ll manage.”
She gives an exaggerated shrug. “Hey, I don’t know if you can even drive. All I know is the last time you were in control of something, it crashed into the ground.”
“The Escape Pod with no landing gear?”
“Excuses, excuses, excuses,” she teases.
I shake my head and laugh, glancing towards the door that’ll take me through reception and out to the car.
“Sasha,” I say, catching her attention before I go. “I’m going back to the plane, to…”
I trail off, not knowing how to finish the sentence.
“Of course,” she says. “I’ll go through Conlan and the others on the computer if you want to take your earpiece out. I totally get it if you need to just be there.”
I really have lucked out having this team at my side, as understanding and supportive as they are fiercely competent and determined.
After thanking Sasha and saying a quick goodbye to the equally understanding Clive, who is the last of our new allies to leave the communication desk area, I set off with my earpiece now in my pocket.
I can see from the reception area that it’s almost fully dark outside, and when I get into the imposing armored car I quickly realize I’ll need the headlights.
There’s not much to see, but I still need to see where I’m going.
There are no signs of life as I make the short trip back to the plane. I don’t drive nearly as fast as Driver, partly because I’m wary of giving this powerful car too much juice. It’s extremely reactive.
I still get there within only a few minutes, relatively cautious pace or not, and I see lights through the window blinds that are open.
The Moon is shining down brightly overhead, too. But given my foreboding feeling about what lies ahead — en route to its surface as well as once I get there — its usually comforting presence has a different effect today.
I try to ignore that for now.
Since the plane is totally closed up, cargo bay and all, I drive around the front, back up, and flash my lights towards the cockpit until I get their attention.
Before long, I see the passenger door opening out and the retracting stairway unfolding to the ground. I drive closer then hurry outside and run up.
“Hey, Dad!” little Joe calls from the top step. “Wait until you see the puzzle!”
That loving smile.
The excited greeting.
The obvious fact that he doesn’t know yet.
All of it is only going to make this harder.





42

I rush up the stairs to Joe and hug him tight.
Eva is sitting with the other adults, who are all wearing expressions that tell me they know just as obviously as the kids’ oblivious happiness further back tells me they don’t.
“I’ll be over in a sec,” I say, putting Joe down and giving him a nudge to encourage him to go on ahead. He does.
I stand in front of Eva, trying to read her expression.
“I don’t think there’s any other way,” I sigh.
She shakes her head glumly. “It’s Colorado to New Zealand all over again. We don’t know what comes next, but you have to go.”
They’re sitting round a table that must have come from the cargo bay, with Eva in her reclined airline seat and the others in fold out chairs that must have come with the table.
Harvey, who I first knew as the friendly security guard in Colorado, stands up and brings me in for a bro-style hug complete with two hard pats on the back. “You’re the best of us, brother. I don’t know what else to say.”
When he sits back down, I look at Eva again.
“I can be here for six hours,” I tell her. “I’ll spend some time with Joe before they all go down for the night, then I’ll be here. For as long as I can, I’ll be here.”
“Are you ready, Dad?” Joe calls.
Eva smiles at his eagerness, always so stoic, and gives a tip of the head to encourage me to join him.
“Hello, Ray Ray,” Laika squawks as I walk over. Joe quickly lets him out of his cage.
“Calvin’s mommy made me put him in before we opened the door,” Joe explains.
Good thinking, Lorien, I muse.
Calvin and his two siblings are here with Joe, too, laying in front of a spaceman puzzle that had occupied Joe for more hours than I would have believed even before this trip.
I try to be as present as I can while the kids talk over each other to explain how great Laika has been at identifying which piece of the puzzle they needed next for any given spot after just a quick glance at the completed image on the box.
“Your bird is a certified genius,” Katie tells me. She’s the oldest of the kids and the only girl, but clearly has no trouble playing happily with the three younger boys. “He finished the puzzle already! He can’t put the pieces in the right place all by himself but he picks them out and shows us where they go.
Nothing would surprise me about Laika at this point, but the demonstrations the kids set up for my benefit are still incredibly impressive.
His pattern recognition is one thing, but the way he can rapidly find the correct piece out of several hundred is truly remarkable. I don’t know if any human could do this, unless they were some kind of Rainman-style savant.
I shake an intrusive thought about the boys in Carlo’s Valerio Institute from my mind. It’s not easy, but I want my mind to be here.
After the puzzle demonstrations are over, the kids are naturally interested to ask about what I’ve been doing. I get the feeling Katie is more aware of things than the others, which makes a lot of sense since she’s probably around a year and a half older than Joe and girls do tend to have a more developed social awareness at that age.
I keep it very vague, then distract them by asking if they want to come out of the plane to help me bring the bedding in from the cargo hold. And forget the cargo hold of a plane… with how excited they are, you’d think I’d just hand-delivered four invitations to Hogwarts.
“Harvey, Lorien… I figure the kids could get some fresh air while I go out to bring the beds in. What do you say? It’s a nice night.”
They look uneasy at first, especially Lorien, but when I insist there’s nothing else out there — and maybe more importantly when their three kids start with the please please please — they soon come around.
I step back to put Laika back in his cage, telling him it’s just for a minute.
“Luna okay?” he asks.
“Yeah, buddy. Luna’s fine,” I tell him.
He tilts his head and looks right into my eyes, more unnervingly human in the mannerism than ever, “Ray Ray and Luna stop Nacho?”
“Not yet. But soon.”
“Laika want to help, Ray Ray,” he says, still focusing on my eyes. “Nacho kill Leeroy.”
I lock the cage. “Don’t worry about Nacho, buddy. We’re on it. You can help by playing with Joe Joe, okay?”
“No,” Laika squawks. “Joe Joe friends can play. Laika want to help Ray Ray and Luna. Laika can help. We stop Nacho.”
I can’t pretend he’s not getting into my head. And Driver did tell me to bring anything that might be useful if we end up having no choice but to take Carlo to the station.
“Come on, Dad,” Joe yells from near the door.
I turn and start walking.
“Laika is right,” my feathered friend calls from behind. “Ray Ray know Laika is right.”
I almost stop in my tracks, stunned again by the depth of thought Laika shows and the increasing dexterity he has in expressing it. But I keep going, reaching the others at the door.
Conlan opens it and I head out with him, Harvey and the kids. Lorien opts to stay with Eva.
For the most part, the kids end up playing flashlight tag. We give strict orders for them to stay right next to the plane, and they all do. Harvey keeps watch most of the time while Conlan leads me into the fully illuminated cargo bay.
The beds are easy to spot and light to carry, so it doesn’t take long to get them out. When we’re getting the last two, I pause for a moment. I’ve done pretty well keeping thoughts of the mission at bay, given how pressing they are and how imminent it is, but I want to take this chance to ask Conlan something when no one else is around:
“What do you make of Carlo’s state of mind?”
“He would die for those boys from the Institute, and I think you use that to your advantage,” he says after a few seconds of thought. “I know that sounds cold, but it’s the truth. His mind is fully firing, if that’s what you mean, but there is clearly a lot to unpack in his psyche. For our purposes, though, I’ll say I fully believe he is dead right about the importance of his own role as leverage, too. I was telling Sasha that before he said it, but she must have been waiting to pass it on. I said it before and I’ll say it again: Zola is a rational actor, however reckless he might seem. Right now you have something he wants and he has something to lose. The key factor is that Zola has to think there’s a chance you’ll actually bring Carlo to him. That’s why you both really do have to go with Driver, painting this as a necessary detour. You might have to go all the way to the station, but if you succeed on the Moon the considerations will be different by then. It’s one thing at a time, just like it always has been.”
As usual, Conlan talks a lot of sense.
“Thanks,” I tell him. “I came here to spend time with Joe and Eva, away from all of that, so I don’t want to keep talking about it. But it’s good to know you agree.”
Conlan nods. “Zola is desperate, Ray. And while it’s true that there can be danger in desperation, one thing is even truer: desperate men make mistakes.”
I can only hope Conlan is right. But I’d take more solace from his appraisal if I didn’t feel so desperate myself…
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We get the last two beds outside with the rest and start carrying them upstairs. Harvey corrals the kids, who are reluctant at first but will still be better off for the fresh air and brief but overdue exercise.
The beds, as I’ve been slightly overselling them, are more like futons. They’re vacuum sealed and puff up to a pretty luxurious thickness, which little Katie is quick to tell me makes them a lot more comfortable than the beds in Colorado.
The kids clear away the puzzle from the floor and lay their beds out like they’re ready for a regular sleepover. They really are handling this crazy situation well, and the more I think about that the surer I am that the massive upheaval of the past week has changed the threshold for what feels like an unsettling disruption.
In this quiet plane with their families and friends, I can actually understand why they’d feel more relaxed than in the bunker. I think the adults would, too, if they didn’t know the severity of the threat we face and our literal starshot-level odds of successfully navigating it.
Just the sight of beds has the kids ready to tuck in, which I’m sure everyone else is going to be glad of. They’re all very well behaved, but I can imagine a break will be welcomed from the noise of the four of them playing games with a talkative macaw.
Conlan dims the lights, reading the mood.
Joe asks if I’ll read him a story, which he rightly points out will be the first time in a long time. It was a nightly occurrence until I took up my placement on the Beacon.
I still find myself incessantly wishing I had never gone, but when that thought arises it’s usually followed by recognition that what felt like the worst place to be at the worst possible time might actually have been the only place I could have done anything about Zola’s plan.
Without what I found on his laptop in that weird room, we wouldn’t be worrying about Zola’s backup plan of a drill on the Moon because his detonations at Site B would never have been interrupted.
Being in New Zealand has alerted me to an all-new danger, and my exhausted body and soul really are desperately hoping Driver was right when she said this will be the last huge problem we have to solve.
This is Zola’s last swing — the desperate act of a desperate man.
It has to be.
“This one,” Joe says, handing me his choice of the books Eva packed for this trip.
I glance at the cover, unfamiliar to me. It looks like it’s about a boy who goes to space and finds friendly aliens.
I’d settle for that, I think to myself. They might hate Zola too and give us some new technologies to take him out without any fear of automatic retaliation.
“What’s funny?” Joe asks.
“I just like the picture,” I say.
I get to reading, from the start, and keep going until the last kid dozes off. The final holdout is Joe, which comes as no surprise to me.
I get to page 54 before I can be sure he’s out for the count, and they’ve been pretty full pages. I also realize only now that since I opened the book, my mind has been blank of all the worries that are already flooding back in. I think the act of reading aloud, especially to children, is meditative in that way.
I place the book down beside Joe and kneel down to kiss him on the side of the head.
When I’m back on my feet, I force myself to put on the bravest face I can before I turn around to join the others. I don’t want this to be any harder on Eva than it has to be.
Conlan, sitting directly in front of the computer on the group’s table, raises a palm my way. “I know you don’t want to talk about it, so I’ll get this out of the way all at once,” he says.
I sigh and walk over.
“This is the theocite data from inside, compared to yours.”
I look carefully at the screen. The excellence of my contact lenses means I don’t have to squint even at the smallest writing, and everything I see is good news.
“They’ve ultra-heated to almost the exact same level I did and they’ve done nothing else,” I say, helping the others make sense of what must look like gibberish to anyone who doesn’t spend their life on this kind of stuff. “This is as good as I could have hoped for. We can treat it like my own sample.”
Their reactions are fairly muted, which might reflect that the highly specialized concerns I had have understandably gone over their heads.
“Is there anything else?” I ask, boosted by this good news.
Conlan nods. “A 22-hour mission plan has been agreed upon in the compound, and also been checked and approved by the Vita as well as Colorado and the other bunkers. No one wants you to have to do this, Ray, but even the doubters are starting to think it really can be done.”
So far so good.
Dare I say it, so far so great.
“Sasha sent out full data on the Mantis itself,” he goes on, “and our people are blown away. It can do what we need, and then some. They’ve all seen schematics on the drill and the dome, too. The actual disarming stage, which Driver will conduct, is the easiest part. We’re not guessing on any of it. Keeping Zola at bay with a carefully worded broadcast right before you leave and another right after take-off is going to be the key. We’re working on that.”
“I want you personally working on that,” I tell Conlan, “and I want everyone else to know I trust your gut on Zola more than some committee’s.”
He nods gratefully. “I’m on it, my friend.”
I glance down at the table and then between Conlan, Harvey and Lorien.
“Do you think you guys could maybe give us a little space to relax?” I ask.
It seems like Harvey is on his feet and lifting the table away before the question is even fully out of my mouth. “Say no more, brother,” he says. “We’ll get out of your hair.”
I turn quickly to Lorien as they move. “Has Laika been okay?”
She looks towards the more dimly lit back area of the plane’s passenger section, where Laika is now sleeping quietly along with the kids. It’s almost as if she’s checking if he might be listening.
“He’s been great with the kids,” she replies, satisfied that he’s sleeping. “I mean, great. We haven’t done anything with the translator. But between their games with him, when they’ve been playing among themselves, he’s been checking in on all of this like he knows a really surprising amount of what’s happening. We brought him over for the lie detection stuff a few times, when you met Carlo and watched the videos from Zola. He kept asking when you’re going back to Leeroy’s home to stop Zola. Nacho, he calls him, just like Carlo does.”
“Thanks for the info,” I say, before turning to Conlan. “And hey, can you ask Sasha to find out from the teams in there if Laika would be safe in the Mantis at the speed we’ll be traveling? Because if we do have to take Carlo to the station, Laika could be our secret weapon. He knows that place like the back of his hand and he hates Zola as much as I do.”
Conlan nods.
I no longer have to preface anything with “I know it sounds crazy” when I talk about something I think Laika can do, because everyone here knows him by now. Not as well as I do, but already well enough to know that it’s seemingly impossible to overestimate him.
With plenty of space in front of our seats, I settle in next to Eva. The armrest between us is already up, so I recline to match her angle and let her lean into me.
“How are you feeling?” I ask.
She breathes slowly. “Physically? Better than you’d think. My back doesn’t hurt like it did a few weeks ago. That sucked. My appetite is good. No major headaches.”
“Emotionally?” I ask.
“I thought you were dead, Ray,” she replies instantly. “From the moment word came in that the Beacon had gone dark, I thought you were dead. I could pretend I was holding out hope, but how could I?”
Well, I don’t know what to say to that.
“I didn’t ‘accept’ it in the sense of, you know, ‘oh well, he’s dead’ kind of thing. But I was trying to come to terms with what life was going to be like without you, even if we made it through the evacuation and the attacks we thought were coming. I really felt it. You were gone. But then you came back, and every minute is a gift. I know we’ve not had many since then. And it’s not that… look, I know I’m not making sense. I’m sorry.”
“You are,” I say. “I mean, kinda.”
She almost laughs at that. “I don’t want you to go, Ray, but I didn’t want to get on that evacuation flight from Salt Lake City and I didn’t really want to come here, either. I got on both planes because I had to, just like you’re getting in the Mantis because you have to. If this was out of the blue, someone in a black suit showing up at our house in the middle of a normal night to send you in an untested rocket to the Moon, I would be kicking and screaming to hold you back. But that’s not where we are. I know everyone is using this line in there, probably from you starting it, and Conlan is saying it here, but it’s true: we just need to do the next thing that keeps us alive, and eventually he’ll run out of moves. I just… I… I’m trying really hard to convince myself this is okay, Ray, and I’d hate for you to think I’m not as upset as I should—”
“Oh my God, never,” I cut her off. “Look at my eyes. Do you think I feel like not crying right now? Do you think I feel like smiling at Joe and pretending everything is fine? I know how it is. We protect each other and we protect ourselves, but we know. We both know. But I have a few more hours until I have to be back in there and there’s nowhere I’d rather be than right here.”
I feel Eva’s head nod against mine as it re-settles on my chest.
“Just be here,” she says.
I don’t say anything else, and within a few minutes she’s asleep.
I listen to her breathing and then focus on her heartbeat. Knowing there’s another one inside her is dialing every emotion up even higher.
The sensation of closeness is comforting even among the madness, as evidenced by how quickly Eva faded to sleep. This is our second night together in two months, and our second in these very seats. Even Conlan’s tap tap tapping on the computer feels oddly soothing when my eyes fall closed.
I think I’m dreaming what feels like a few seconds later, when I mistake a gentle shaking of my shoulder for one of the startle-jump dreams that come every so often.
When my eyes open, though, I see Conlan.
“You fell asleep,” he says, speaking quietly. “Ray… it’s time.”
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My eyes fully open as Conlan speaks, and my body’s startled reaction wakes Eva.
I glance at my watch and blow air from my lips.
The quiet of the plane and the closeness to her was so comforting, I fell asleep for almost exactly five hours.
“You needed it,” Conlan whispers.
I sit up straight and look behind. Everyone else is soundly asleep. All credit to Conlan for holding down the fort and saving someone from the compound from having to come out here on foot to wake up an oversleeping member of the soon-to-depart crew.
“I don’t think we should wake him,” Eva says, sleepily looking back towards Joe on his luxurious futon. “I don’t think it’s the kindest thing to do.”
I shake my head slowly. “It’s not.”
“And you’ll be back soon,” she says, a sudden defiance in her voice that I didn’t pick up on last night. “Zola doesn’t know you like I do, Ray Barclay. He doesn’t know the first damn thing. If he did, he would never have called you back to the station. He already left the wrong man standing once, but he still thinks you got lucky. I know better.”
As pep talks go, it’s pretty damn good. That it comes with a sweet kiss and a gentle hand on my cheek only makes it hit deeper.
I slowly rise to my feet and tiptoe towards the back of the plane.
“I thought we said no?” Eva whispers.
“I’m not waking Joe,” I reply.
I keep walking, carefully stepping over sleeping children as quietly as I can and reaching for the cage of the sleeping parrot beside them.
Before picking it up, I turn back to Conlan. “Did you check—”
“They said he’ll be okay,” Conlan confirms.
I pick up the cage and hold it steadily as I walk back to the front of the plane.
“I’ve packed a bag and loaded it in the car,” Conlan goes on. “His food, some pills for you for the journey, and other things Driver asked for. It’s all there.”
I pat Conlan on the shoulder. “You’ve really stepped up, man. Sorry I gave you a hard time at first about the Zola link. I shouldn’t have.”
He waves a dismissive hand. “I would have said the same things in your shoes, Ray. I’m just glad that period of my life is proving good for something. And best of luck out there, you hear? There’s no one I’d rather be counting on than you and Driver.”
My shoulder pat becomes a full hug. When Conlan steps back, I put Laika down and step back to Eva’s chair.
She stands up to meet me.
“There’s something I’m going to give you as soon as I get back,” I tell her.
She leans forward and kisses me. “I’ll look forward to that,” she smiles, very truly. Her eyes glint. “When you get back. I love you.”
“I love you,” I say, and they’re the last words I speak before heading down the stairway as Conlan brings it out.
I open the car and put Laika inside. Finally, this is what wakes him.
“Okay?” he asks, blinking himself awake. “Oh, Ray Ray. Where Luna? Laika no see Luna.”
“We’re going to see her now,” I assure him.
“Go to stop Zola?” he asks.
“You bet your ass we are, buddy,” I reply. “You bet your ass we are.”
I turn the ignition and set off for the compound.
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Entering the same parking lot that looked surprisingly corporate and unspectacular first time around, I instantly see that a lot has changed.
No one looks like they’re waiting for me, per se — I’m not late, just cutting it fine — but there are now some people outside.
That’s not what catches my eye most of all in the breaking light of dawn, though.
No… what really catches my eye is what I see over the crest of the grassy hill that conceals the compound’s entrance.
When we first arrived, I walked up there to take a look at the launch site where the Balena set off a few days ago. This time there’s no need to walk anywhere. The location of the launch site is easily apparent, thanks to the remarkable spacecraft that’s ready for departure.
The Mantis.
I run up the hill to take the whole thing in. It truly is a sight to behold. From here I can see a huge hatch-like opening in the ground just off to the side, which must be where the launch team raised it from below via an elevator platform.
It’s not on the scale of the hangar’s retractable roof in Virginia, since the Mantis is naturally not anywhere close to the scale of the Vita. I figure this hatch must be able to open more than it has, though, since the Balena evidently came from the same place.
I wasn’t sure what to expect from the Mantis. It isn’t in the mining configuration that justifies the name, and I’m as surprised as I am pleased to see that it’s angled more like a space plane than a rocket.
Around a dozen people surround the Mantis, working and checking on one thing or another. When one notices me and waves up, the others do, too. I wave back.
I don’t feel guilty for having left when everyone else kept working hard to get everything ready. There was nothing for me to do, like Driver said, and I’m in the unique position of being the only person making the trip who’s leaving anyone behind. I know I wouldn’t have begrudged anyone taking the night off if they were in this position, and I don’t think anyone will resent me for it.
By the time I get down the hill and to the compound’s entrance, Driver has arrived to greet me. I guess someone out here has passed word of my arrival to everyone else.
“How are they?” she asks. “I mean, we don’t have to talk about it.”
I shake my head. “It’s okay. Joe doesn’t know. Eva is… she’s handling it in her own way. I kind of told her I have something to give her when I get back,” I say, patting the pocket where Driver knows I’ve been keeping the engagement ring for so long.
That brings a gentle smile to her face. “Good. We only have a few things to take care of before it’s go-time. The team leaders want to run over some things with all three of us real quick, and you and Carlo are going to record a broadcast for Zola. Conlan worded most of it and everyone thinks it makes sense. You’re going to send another one once we take off, like Carlo suggested at first. They want us all knocked out for most of the journey. You brought everything Conlan had gotten ready, right? Some is for later. I wanted those deep-sleeping pills like you used in Virginia, when Isaac gave you one, but the team is saying they can control our physical state within the special internal chamber we’ll be in for the whole trip. It protects us from the kind of forces the Mantis will be facing.”
Really, all I can do is trust what I’m being told.
We’re in the hands of people who have spent their entire careers working on this craft, so I feel as relaxed about this as I could. I believe them when they tell me the mission plan is safe, and I’ll follow whatever suggestions they give about making the journey as physically endurable as possible.
“I brought Laika,” I gulp, suddenly worrying about that given the apparent need for what almost sounds like sedation.
Driver smiles. “I’d be going back for him if you didn’t,” she says. “He’s our just in case if we still need to take Carlo to the station. Surveillance, distraction, he could help in all kinds of ways. And don’t worry, they knew he was coming. Conlan and Lorien said hours ago that they thought you would bring him. He’ll be sedated more carefully than you had to do it on the station. It’s all set, Ray. We’re as ready as we’ll ever be.”
We walk together to the car to get Laika from inside.
“Luna!” he squawks, happily flapping his wings. “Laika miss Luna. We stop Nacho now?”
She reaches in and lifts out the cage. “Bingo, little dude. Bingo.”
There’s no one in the reception area, but I can hear a hubbub echoing through from the cavernous area around the communications desk.
When we get there, I see a few dozen people. Several are in the chairs, all wearing headsets. The massive screen above them is now divided into sections, with the central part showing a live visual of the Mantis. All kinds of readings from its instrumentation and sensors run down both sides.
A huge smile crosses my face. Now it really looks like what I was thinking all along: Mission Control.
Our friend Clive, who was the first bunker-dweller we spoke to, is standing behind the center chair and talking through something with the woman sitting in it. When they both turn around in reaction to the spreading news of our arrival in the room, I recognize her as the woman who first spoke up when I asked how quickly our journey could safely be made.
It’s often easy to tell who the leaders among a group are from just a first impression, and it seems like my gut was right.
Clive claps his hands together three times to bring silence.
“Everything is set, Ray,” he tells me. “We’ve talked your crewmates through everything, but for your benefit: the core mission comprises five stages. First comes pre-launch, which starts now. You and Carlo will record a broadcast that we’ll send out a few minutes before take-off. You’ll be guided and settled into a protective chamber for the journey. Then comes the launch. None of you have to touch anything. You’ll take off conventionally — no boosts — and then you’ll record the second planned broadcast for Zola, via the chamber’s communications console. With me so far?”
I nod. It’s all pretty clear.
“After that, the journey will really begin with the first enrichment boost,” Clive continues. “The course and the boosting schedule have been pre-set from here. That means you’re gonna arrive as planned even if we lose contact. Our Mission Control team here can override the boosting schedule if they need to, but it’s all been vetted and approved by your friends on the outside as well as our guys and gals. Strong advice from across the board is that you should all skip most of the 22-hour journey in an induced sleep, but don’t worry: we can wake you at any time. And if contact is lost, which it won’t be, you would be automatically woken, too.”
Again, I have to accept that these guys know a lot more about the Mantis and the journey than I do. If they say we’re safest being unconscious in a protective chamber, that’s what we’ll be.
Driver is already on board and I see Sasha nodding along with Clive’s words, which tells me everyone in her ear agrees, too. Our experts around the world have been analyzing the data and mission plan every step of the way, and that’s good enough for me.
“Fourth comes the landing,” Clive says. “That will take care of itself just like the main journey, but you’re gonna be awake for all of it. Once the harshest moments of boosted deceleration have passed, you’re gonna be awake. Then comes the final stage: disarming the drill. Driver knows what to do. There’s an all-terrain rover inside the Mantis. She’ll guide it to the sealed dome where the drill is situated and she’ll follow some simple steps to prevent it from ever reaching the critical disruption point. Phil’s simulations show that you’ll arrive in good time. The drill won’t yet have reached a point where any real damage or instability has arisen. All good, mate?”
I take a deep breath. “I mean… that stuff is fine. But isn’t the last stage getting us home?”
“Oh, yeah, of course it is,” he replies. “That’s just the same entire thing in reverse, mate. And a return journey is gonna be preset, too, because if we are gonna hit any communications difficulties it’ll be when you’re there. You could make it back without another word from us. That’s not gonna happen, though, and we’ll see how the situation is with Zola’s reaction after you’ve stopped the drill. He’s not gonna expect us to succeed, but he’s gonna want Carlo. That’s for later.”
“Yeah,” I mutter. “It is.”
Carlo is sitting in one of the chairs, very quiet and looking more than a little concerned.
“Here’s the message Conlan has suggested for your broadcast,” Sasha says. As she speaks, she presses something on her tablet that sends the words onto the giant screen in front of us. It’s like an enormous autocue.
The message is short and I think it does the trick.
I also see the second suggested message we’re going to record from the Mantis. Again, I have no qualms about what Conlan has written.
“Ready?” I ask Carlo.
He slowly stands up.
If it felt like there was any other way, neither of us would be doing this. I don’t want to a send a frail old guy to the Moon anymore than I want to leave my family behind to go myself, but we are where we are and there’s simply no way around it. The only way out of this situation is through it.
“Everyone else clear,” Clive orders. The others all step well out of sight of the console’s cameras.
Carlo and I step back. Everyone else is in front of us, lined up under the screen. It’s an odd feeling, addressing someone who’s not actually here while being stared at by dozens of people who are.
“Try not to look too much like you’re reading it,” I encourage Carlo.
“I have remembered my lines,” he replies. “I suggested most of them, to sound natural.”
There aren’t many lines, but Carlo is speaking more than me. I have a good handle on mine, so those should sound pretty natural, too.
Sasha counts down on her hand from five and then hits the record button.
“I remain unharmed, Nacho,” Carlo begins. “He is bringing me to the station and I will see our boys again, but he is taking me somewhere else first. He says he must, for the safety of the world. I do not understand what is happening and I cannot believe the fault he puts on you for the danger we are going to tackle. I have no power to refuse, Nacho. I regret every moment that I did not evacuate. If the order had come from you, I would be on the Balena. I am sorry. I pray this final delay will not cost us the chance to finish our work. We are so close, dear Nacho. We—”
“That’s enough,” I say, cutting in as the script suggests. “Zola… you know where I’m going. You know what we found out here and you know how little time we have. But if I wasn’t going to bring Carlo to you once this is done, he wouldn’t be coming with me. I’ll send another broadcast from the Mantis to establish a link. We’re leaving now, so don’t reply here.”
Sasha gives a thumbs up and stops the recording.
I don’t want to overthink any of this. All we’re trying to do with the broadcast, as per Carlo’s initial idea, is make sure Zola doesn’t seek to destroy the Mantis. We don’t know what kind of offensive capabilities the Balena has, or even if the lunar mining area could be rigged to self-destruct.
Carlo is the only safety net we have on that front. The next stages are as uncertain as ever, with a trip to the station feeling unsettlingly likely to be necessary.
“I pray my boys can be recovered from the Balena,” Carlo says quietly.
I turn to face him. “Huh?”
“When this is over,” he says. “When the world is safe, whatever Zola does, I pray the Balena will not be a target of Earth’s forces. They are innocent in all of this.”
“Don’t worry about that,” I say. It’s the only reply I can think of. “We can’t get that far ahead, man. Right now all we can do is take care of this to protect everyone on Earth. One step at a time, okay?”
Clive claps his hands together three more times, getting everyone’s attention again.
“Time,” he calls. “Remaining members of the pre-launch team, step ahead and be ready to assist our crew into their positions on the Mantis. Mission Control, remain seated. Everyone else…”
Clive waves a hand towards the door, at which point almost everyone leaves in the direction of the reception area.
“It’s been a pleasure,” he then says, shaking my hand and Driver’s in turn. He extends the same gesture to Carlo after a brief pause. “I’ll hit broadcast on this when I get the two-minute countdown. We’ll be in contact after launch and before you land, then I’ll see you on the other side. Good luck, and thank you.”
The mission controllers give a warm applause after Clive’s words. They wish us luck, too, and I thank them for their work in helping ensuring this will go as smoothly as it can.
“Bye bye,” Laika says, speaking for the first time since entering the unfamiliar building full of so many new faces. “Now we go. Stop Nacho.”
Clive grins widely. I know they’ve all heard about Laika, but seeing him up close is always different.
“Give him hell,” Clive says, winking at Laika.
Silence falls again as we begin our final walk to the Mantis.
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When we step outside the compound, after taking a quick bathroom break as firmly advised by Driver, it’s impossible not to be overwhelmed.
All of our teammates apart from the core Mission Control personnel are here, and they’ve formed a guard of honor to see us off.
At the final part of our approach, they’re standing on either side of our path. They applaud as we pass, showing appreciation for the risk we’re taking.
It’s Driver who really deserves this, I figure, since she’s the volunteer. At no point has anyone even raised the idea that she doesn’t need to go now that we know I do. Given that the Mantis has been set on a pre-configured course and can be controlled from here, it’s not like she’s going to be piloting it.
There could be an aspect of driving the lunar rover she’s much more adept at than I would be, and for that part of the mission I’ll be very glad to have her. Her presence makes success more likely, just like Carlo’s in a very different way, and that’s why I’ve made no effort to talk her out of it.
That’s part of the reason, anyway. The other is more related to practicality, in that I know I’d have more chance of persuading a fish to walk than persuading Driver to stay behind.
None of us speak, but Driver and I wave appreciatively at our farewell party when we reach the end of the line. The launch preparation team then take over, leading us to the entry door.
I say leading us, but it’s immediately clear that Driver has already been inside and knows exactly where we’re going. I’m glad of that.
I feel almost like a tourist, with the team telling me exactly where to go and talking me through what I see when I get there.
The interior of the part of the Mantis I see is hard to describe. Every surface is a silvery gray color. We’re led to the right as we enter, away from the front.
The so-called protective chamber we’ll be sitting in is surprisingly large and must account for most of the central section of the craft. The ceiling is lower and the walls are much thicker, presumably with whatever kind of shielding has been designed to protect us from the remarkable forces the Mantis will face during the journey.
Although Zola himself is a good-for-nothing monster, his engineering teams and the technologies they’ve created are unrivaled. I’ve spent enough time in the remarkably natural-feeling environs of the Beacon to know that, where everything from the air supply to the artificial gravity often had me forgetting that I wasn’t standing on Earth.
I’m not expecting anything as smooth as that in here, obviously, but the lack of serious restraints gives me hope it’s going to be a smoother ride than I was dreading before stepping in.
“This chamber rotates independently of the Mantis as a whole,” one of the boarding team tells me as she notices me looking around inquisitively. “It rotates so you feel like you’re not. We can’t say you’ll be comfortable until the sedative kicks in, but in relative terms this is the best anyone could do.”
I nod in appreciation. It’s a real feat. More than a little ironically, I feel safer in this ZolaCore creation than I would in anything else.
My mind was picturing something tight and uncomfortable, so this feels like a nice win to start with.
There are six seats in a wide circle. I’m glad to see that they’re large recliners. They do look more like what you might find in a dentist’s office than the business class section of a plane, but I’ll take what I can get.
The dentist’s office comparison steps up a gear when I see the clear masks above each chair, which are evidently going to assist in the carefully induced sleep I’ve been told about. I take in all the instructions the team are still giving, which are all very straightforward. The complicated business is being handled by Mission Control, and most of it has already been done.
I pay special attention to what they tell me about the communications console, where Carlo and I will soon be recording a message. It’s just really a screen and keyboard, set on a rotating platform in the center of the circle.
I’ll sit next to Carlo, so we’re together in the shot.
“Laika is going to go to sleep for a while,” Driver tells him. “Is that okay?”
“Squawk. Laika safe with Luna and Ray Ray,” he replies.
When we were on the station, I thought Laika understood that I had to sedate him. Needless to say, I’m now absolutely sure he understands almost everything.
“This is enough for the journey there and we have more for the way back,” Driver goes on. “They really don’t think he should be out for longer than the one-way trip. They chose this dosage and this sedative carefully, but it’s still a lot cruder than the adaptive gas systems that are going to keep us in the right physiological state.”
One step ahead, Laika turns to allow me to inject his sedative even before we’re ready. I open his cage and take the syringe from the team member who was holding it. She also has what looks like a restraint of some kind, but I don’t dwell on that while Laika is awake.
Just like on the station, I inject the sedative.
“Laika see Ray Ray soon?” he asks before he fades. It’s a lot less upsetting than the “Laika no-kay” message he croaked out last time, and I warmly assure him that he will see me soon.
The woman with the restraint then steps in to wrap Laika in something far better-suited than the makeshift swaddle I put together before placing him inside a pressure suit last time out. She’s very gentle and seems to know exactly what she’s doing.
Once he’s safely wrapped in the protective padding, she places Laika back in his cage and gently but surely secures him to the base with some seat-belt like clips that are similarly better-suited than my bungee cords were. She ensures his head is slightly elevated and then ends by securing the cage itself to some hooks on the wall and floor. She leaves when it’s done.
“I guess this is it, then,” I say, taking my seat. I gesture for Carlo to sit next to me. He does.
The last person with us is one of the younger members of the boarding team. He tells us there are controls for the communications console on the side of each of our chairs, and that we’ll be able to rotate it from there. It is a touchscreen, he says, but we won’t be able to reach it once we’re fully strapped in.
He takes it upon himself to turn it towards us and navigates to the short message we’re going to read for the final broadcast to Zola.
“The Beacon is already selected as the destination,” he explains. “We’ll see it in the compound, too, but it’s not coming through us. He’ll know it’s really coming from here and he’ll know you’re broadcasting it live.”
“So this one is live?”
“Yeah,” he nods, checking his watch and then heading to the exit. “And hey, good luck with everything. You guys are heroes. Strap yourselves in and put the headsets on, then you’ll hear instructions from Mission Control.”
We do as he suggests. Our seatbelts cross our waists horizontally and go diagonally to our shoulders, like in a car. A thicker restraint also comes down over both shoulders, more like on a roller coaster.
This place looked more comfortable than I expected, but reality is sinking in that we’ll be in the same spot for over 20 hours.
“Are you going to be okay?” I ask Carlo.
He forces a nod. “We do what we must. They tell me I will be unconscious for most of it, in any case.”
He’s taking it all pretty stoically.
“And you know what we’re saying in the broadcast? It’s really short but we only get one take.”
“Very short,” he says. “And yes. Again, I came up with my own words. Nacho would know if I was reading a script.”
All strapped in, I pull on the headset that’s wired in to the back of my chair. For now, the clear mask stays where it is.
“Two-minute countdown is live,” Clive’s voice tells me. “Your recorded message is now broadcast. Please attach your wrist straps for measuring vital signs.”
I follow Driver’s lead on locating the wrist straps and make sure Carlo is okay with his.
“Good,” Clive says. “Now just sit back and wait.”
The screen in front of me still shows the message we’re going to read. I familiarize myself with the controls on the side of my seat, which are very simple.
The chamber stays fully illuminated and there is no loud countdown. A thin screen at the top of the wall, like a stock-ticker, does show the time dropping towards zero.
“Take-off really won’t be bad,” Driver assures us. She’s talking mainly to Carlo, who looks less than comfortable. “Think of it as a plane. It’s not a rocket. The real boosts come later, and we’ll be out by then.”
I think what Driver says really is true, but I can still understand Carlo’s trepidation.
He closes his eyes as the clock hits zero.
Incredibly — and I mean truly incredibly — I don’t hear anything even as I feel the movement of our departure. This chamber really is exceptionally well insulated, isolating us as much as possible from what’s happening outside.
I’m even questioning if I really felt movement, or if it was more of a psychosomatic response to the countdown hitting zero.
“The Mantis is en route,” Clive announces in our earpieces. I hear cheers from all around him. “Broadcast your message now, then the screen can show you the flight data or it can show you us,” he goes on.
I turn to Carlo. “You good?”
He looks around and laughs hesitantly. “Much better than I thought. Almost too good.”
“And you know what you’re saying?” I ask, just to be sure.
“I do,” he confirms.
I internalize my own shorter comments then use the controls on the arm of my chair to initiate a live broadcast to Zola on the Beacon.
“I’m en route to deal with a problem that can’t wait,” I tell him, before glancing deliberately at Carlo. “We are en route. I came to New Zealand to bring him to you, like you asked, but you know I can’t not do this. He hasn’t been harmed. And if we pull this off, he’s coming straight there.”
As a flashing red light confirms that our message is broadcasting as it’s being recorded, with no chance for a second take, my mind starts panicking that Carlo might go off script.
He’s given me no reason to doubt him, but I suddenly can’t help but worry that he might tell Zola not to put him above the theocite — to prioritize getting the lunar theocite so their boys can reach the promised land of the new world.
My heartbeat quickens as Carlo opens his mouth to speak.
Come on, old man, I silently plead. Don’t screw us over…
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“I pray this is not for nothing, Nacho,” Carlo begins. “I sit here in the hope I can trust this man to do as he says and bring me to you. All I know is I have not been harmed and that he now seems to be risking his life, and mine, to save others. I still cannot believe what he tells me about your role in the danger he is tackling. My heart knows it cannot be true. I know you can explain, and if we survive this detour I believe he will bring me there to hear it. I have no choice but to believe and to beg that you can hold off your departure.”
Instantly, I breathe a sigh of relief.
Carlo has said what he was supposed to, when he had a chance to really screw us over if he’d wanted to. He said basically the same thing as he did inside, which makes a lot of sense since nothing has changed since then.
I think it did sound natural, too, and so did my piece.
I end the broadcast and immediately hear Clive again, telling us that he also thinks it went well.
I navigate to some data on the screen, showing our altitude and everything else. It’s not quite like the screen on a plane that shows you where you are on a 3D map of the world or what the weather is like at your destination, but it confirms we’re already moving at a serious speed despite the fact it doesn’t feel like it.
All of a sudden, the visuals on the screen are interrupted by a flashing notification of an incoming broadcast. It’s not a live call, just a recorded message.
I instantly open it.
Zola’s face appears.
“Touché, Barclay,” he hisses. His lips are pressed together as tightly as a snake’s too, and I’ve simply never seen him look so angry. “I’ll admit I feared you might learn of the drill, but never for a second did I think you could pull this off. And in my Mantis, no less.”
I feel my heart pounding in my chest.
“It’s like this is a game to you,” Zola continues, “getting in my way so many times. You have what I want, and I know you know that. But if you don’t bring him straight here once you’ve had your futile fun on the Moon, I know you never will. If you head back for Earth, I’ll know he’s gone. That’s one mistake you won’t survive. I’m sorry, Carlo, but you are in the hands of a man whose wisdom leaves a lot to be desired. I can only hope he understands this message: straight here, Barclay. Not back to Earth. You might be playing, but believe: I’m not.”
The broadcast ends, automatically resuming my link to Clive.
Again, I hear cheers.
I see Driver beaming from her chair, too.
“Clear and free to the destination,” Clive says, the upbeat mood of the moment dripping through his excited tone.
I even feel myself smiling.
Carlo was right: his presence was enough to keep Zola from stopping us.
Zola couldn’t have been clearer about what has to happen next, but we’ll deal with that when it comes. If intelligence and discussion with our well-positioned allies tells us that our final stop really does have to be the Beacon, so be it.
What counts most — and always has — is protecting Earth from the wanton destructiveness of this maniac’s quest for theocite.
Sure, after this, his personal vendetta towards me is going to be even stronger than ever. But his vice-like grip over Earth as a whole will be broken. That’s what the mission is all about, and it’s the only thing I can afford to think about right now.
I didn’t expect a reply from Zola at all, and certainly wasn’t counting on one so close to our realistic best-case scenario. He seemed genuinely shocked that we were doing this, and still genuinely desperate to be reunited with Carlo.
With more than a little help from our friends, we caught him out. And with just as much help from Carlo, we called his reaction.
“You’re going to want to attach your masks,” Clive says. “Our first boost is in three minutes and it could take a minute or two to set in.”
Driver is first to grab hers.
I turn to Carlo, making sure he can take care of his. He puts it in place and nods appreciatively.
“Thank you for treating me well,” he says, speaking through a gap in his mask as he holds it up. “With all Nacho has done to you, I could understand if you did not.”
“You’re with us now, man,” I tell him. “What’s gone before has gone before. I think we’re going to be counting on you later, too, so you can thank us with actions.”
He nods and leans back.
I put my mask in place.
“You’ll be back with us before the landing,” Clive says. “You’ll have decelerated by then so you can move to the outer areas to take in the views. Until then… god speed, all of you.”
“Talk soon,” I mumble through my mask.
The ticker near the ceiling is at 2 minutes, clearly telling us when the theocite-driven acceleration boost is going to kick in.
My eyes grow hazy as it reaches around 1:50 and the last number I consciously make out is 1:42.
After that, the mildly chemical-tasting gas in my mask does its work and all I see is blackness.
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When Conlan woke me on the plane back in New Zealand, I felt surprised that almost six hours had passed.
But this? Talk about a whole different level.
This time I wasn’t even feeling tired, for one thing, after that unusually solid rest.
But what’s far more incredible, as the increasingly metallic tasting air in my mask brings me back to consciousness, is what the screen in front of me is saying.
“I think we’re here,” Driver says, stretching to life at the other side of our wide circle.
I glance at Carlo and am pleased to see his eyes opening, too. Laika is still out, but that was part of the plan.
“You are indeed!” Clive excitedly relays around six or seven seconds later. “The enrichment worked perfectly and your final boosted deceleration has passed without incident. Touchdown is in six minutes.”
I think our signals are being bounced off a satellite or two, but the communications delay shouldn’t be more than a few seconds. That’s a few seconds each way, obviously, so nothing that’s going to be a problem for discussing things with Earth but still enough to make natural back-and-forth conversation difficult.
“You’re also cleared to leave the chamber,” Clive goes on. “Your landing sequence is well under way.”
Driver unclips her safety restraints without delay.
We wouldn’t have felt any shaking around, but the fact that Laika is laying exactly where he was inside his cage hints that there hasn’t been any.
I look at the screen in front of me more carefully. It says we’ve been traveling for just over 21 hours and that our landing target is locked.
This chamber is obviously several steps down from the suspended animation capsules Zola has planned to use for his chosen few’s much longer voyage to Bayzen 108b, but my experience has still been remarkably smooth. Aside from a little bit of grogginess that’s probably down to dehydration as much as anything else, I feel like the past 21 hours haven’t happened.
“Any news down there?” I ask. “Are you still in touch with Conlan on the plane?”
Clive comes back pretty quickly: “Eva and Joe are doing great with the others. And no, not much news from down here. But… a team on the Vita has managed to decode encrypted communications between Zola and his crew on the Balena. Immediately after you guys took off — even before his message back to you — he gave an explicit order for them to let you pass. He told them you have Carlo.”
Now that my hands are free and I can move, I pat Carlo on the thigh. “Good call, man,” I say.
And it really was a good call.
This revelation that Zola told the Balena not to shoot us down makes it feel all too likely that they would have if he didn’t know Carlo was here. It really seemed like there was no way around the fact that I had to come on this mission with Carlo at my side, and I think our risk has just been vindicated.
“Be careful of standing up too quickly,” Clive warns, but his words arrive a little too late for Driver.
She stumbles and catches herself on the next chair.
“Whoo, he wasn’t kidding,” she laughs, seeing the funny side.
For the moment it’s easy to see the funny side of things, with the almost intoxicating level of relief we’re all feeling.
“You’ll also want to be seated for landing,” Clive goes on, “even if it’s in the primary cockpit. Just go carefully.”
Driver steadies herself and claps her hands together. “You had me at cockpit. You guys coming?”
“I will stay until we are stationary,” Carlo replies.
I can understand that, but I didn’t come all this way to miss out on the view. “Only five more minutes,” I tell him, slowly getting to my feet. “You’re doing great.”
He leans back again and closes his eyes, as though we haven’t all just had enough sleep for the day.
Driver and I then walk forward, feeling a very real sensation of movement as soon as we exit the protective chamber’s heavy door.
The broader atmosphere inside the Mantis still feels remarkably comfortable and natural, confirming all over again that ZolaCore’s breakthroughs in artificial gravity and air management really are up there with the most impressive feats the company’s vast army of brilliant minds have come up with. It’s such a tragedy that the figurehead and beneficiary of all their work is the man least suited to holding so much power.
“Imagine what it must have been like out here when we were really moving,” she says. “Do you think our brains would have exploded? Or would our eyes go first?”
She balls her hands together near her eyes then quickly fires them open into outward-facing palms, complete with a popping noise.
“Your brain wouldn’t take long,” I say, responding to her gross-out gestures with a joke and holding my thumb and index finger half an inch apart.
We both laugh.
When I said an overwhelming sense of relief was behind my semi-intoxicated feeling, I guess I was forgetting that the various gases our friends in New Zealand have been pumping into our airways since we left probably have something to do with it.
Either way, we’re in good spirits as we carefully step through the passageway to the Mantis’s primary cockpit.
“Wow,” Driver says.
And so do I.
The big difference is that while she’s awed by the dashboard full of instruments and controls, I’m looking outside. I don’t think any human has ever set foot on the dark side of the Moon, but then until a few days ago I didn’t think there was anything here at all.
There’s no guarantee our intelligence from Phil in the compound is correct about the drill and dome having been robotically assembled. I know he wasn’t lying, I just don’t know if there might have been landings even he doesn’t know about.
It’s grown increasingly apparent that ZolaCore operates on a strict need-to-know basis, with everyone being told enough to carry out their own work and no more.
Thanks to the incredibly powerful lights shining down from the Mantis and our proximity to the landing site — we’re now at altitude, rather than distance — I can see the dome.
It’s not colossal. It’s not a complex structure.
But given where it is and how furtively it’s been constructed here, I’m almost as begrudgingly impressed by this as I was when I first laid eyes on footage of the Balena.
“There it is,” I tell Driver.
She looks up and stares open-mouthed at our target. “Holy shit,” she gawps. “It’s one thing knowing it’s here…”
“I know,” I say, and that’s all.
We sit down in two of the cockpit’s three seats and remain fixated on the dome as it gets closer and closer.
The rest of the ride is fairly smooth without being gentle. The Mantis really comes into its own when the landing gear automatically deploys.
“All good!” Clive roars happily through the headsets. Mass applause echoes from all around him. I can picture the scene in the Mission Control area, and I wish I could high-five everyone who played a part in getting us here.
We haven’t touched down yet, but that’s clearly a formality now that the landing gear has deployed as planned.
“Strap in and hold on to your seats, mates,” Clive advises. “The legs will absorb the shock, but you might feel it.”
When the moment of truth comes, there’s no might about it.
I feel it.
The landing rattles my seat like someone is shaking it from behind. The sensation doesn’t last long and it didn’t hurt in any way, but I’m glad Carlo made the call to stay in the chamber.
There’s nothing to provide a scale and I already know how small the dome is from the schematics I briefly glanced at in New Zealand. Despite all that, though, it looks incongruously small on the vast and otherwise completely untouched lunar surface.
It’s hard to believe it can house a drill capable of doing so much damage.
As shown by Zola himself, though, who is anything but a tall man having been one of two surviving premature quadruplets, sometimes it’s about the size of the fight in the dog rather than the size of the dog in the fight.
“Hold on,” Clive suddenly interjects.
We glance at each other. I don’t like that tone.
“Driver...” he goes on. “Tell me you remembered to pack your spacesuit?”
My reaction is on pause until I see her eyes rolling.
Clive laughs a few seconds later.
“Don’t do that to me, man,” I chuckle.
“Sorry, sorry,” Clive laughs again. “But seriously… you made it. The rover is going to be ready when you are, Driver. Everything you need is inside. Good luck.”
Driver leans back and exhales sharply.
“Are you ready for this?” I ask.
Staring straight at the dome with an intense look in her eyes, she nods strongly and replies:
“Ray… I was born for this.”
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I’m not going outside.
If my childhood self had known I was going to be on the Moon with a chance to step outside and would decide not to, I think he would have dedicated every second of his life to inventing a time machine so he could jump forward and slap my present-moment self in the face.
But unlike coming this far, going any further just isn’t necessary. Driver knows what she has to do and I can help just as much by offering input while I watch her visual feed as I could from sitting beside her in the rover.
If something goes wrong when she disarms the drill, which is naturally the last thing I want to think about, it makes no sense for us both to be out there. If I was alone in the world I would go with her out of solidarity, even if there was no tangible benefit to her mission. But when I’m not alone — when Eva and Joe are awaiting my safe return in New Zealand — I can’t be so irresponsible.
I have a strong feeling Driver would flat-out refuse to let me join her, anyway.
“Could you help me with my suit?” she asks. “That’s all I need from you. I still have my lenses and they’re going to be hooked up to the screen. I only have a few steps to follow. I don’t want you to sit here worrying, Ray. This is the safest part.”
Well, that settles it: she doesn’t want me to go.
We walk through the guts of the Mantis towards the hold where Driver knows her suit has been placed. We pass the central protective chamber as we go, and when I peek in through the door I see Carlo carefully getting to his feet.
“Feeling okay?” I ask him.
“Tired,” he says, shrugging to indicate again that he’s surprised not to be feeling a whole lot worse. “Some water and the bathroom may help.”
“Chemical toilet’s to the left of the cockpit,” Driver calls without slowing down. “Water is in the hold. I’ll bring you some.”
We continue forward and reach the hold before long. The sight of the EVA suit Driver lifts from a rail brings back all kinds of memories.
“I have to wear this but I should never really be outside,” she explains. “I’ll be in the rover before the bay’s airlock opens, and it’ll take me right through the dome’s outer hatch. I’ll seal it back up, from the rover, before I go through the inner hatch. Once I’m in, I’m in. I definitely wouldn’t want to be in there without a suit, but they tell me there’s an atmosphere in there. Something to do with the drilling.”
More than anything else, I’m just glad to hear she’s not going to be walking on the lunar surface. Too much could have gone wrong.
“The suit is really simple,” I tell her, showing her the basics and explaining how the gloves will seal last of all. “The microphone and speaker inside your helmet are going to be linked up to the comms console and there’s probably a camera too, but we already have the lenses like you said.”
Within a few minutes, she’s all set except for her helmet and gloves.
“So what are you going to do in there?” I ask, finally pushing for details now that all the seemingly challenging parts of the plan that had to bring us this far have passed without a hitch.
“Well, there’s a switch,” she grins. “And I’m going to push it.”
I look at her blankly. “A switch?”
She shrugs. “More of a lever, I suppose. Kind of like the one outside the bunker in New Zealand. It’s an emergency stop for the drill. I’m also going to plant some explosives on the drilling system itself. That’s just as important. I’ll stop the drill, but only physically taking it out of operation will let us be sure that Zola can’t override the stop and reactivate it remotely. There’s no generator or tank full of fuel for me to blow up or anything like that. Apparently the dome soaks up solar power. I always thought the dark side of the moon was dark, but it’s just that we don’t see it from Earth. It gets the same amount of sunlight.”
“I like it,” I nod. “And it’s really that straightforward with the hatches and all?”
“Yeah. I mean, they didn’t expect anyone to be here and I’m going in with their rover. It has the grippers to open the hatch and it just fits inside. Getting here and getting back are the hard part. Then, you know, whatever comes next.”
It’s impossible not to admire Driver’s confidence. So long as it doesn’t tip over into complacency, visualizing success as a foregone conclusion is no bad thing.
“Ray, the bird is stirring,” I hear Carlo call.
I rush back to the chamber and see that he’s right. I quickly lift Laika out of his cage and gently remove his protective swaddle. I sit down, resting him in the nook of my arm.
“Hey, buddy,” I smile. “You okay?”
He makes an unusual guttural sound as his eyes come back to life. “Laika need sleep,” he grumbles.
“No you don’t,” Driver chimes in from a standing position behind me. “You’re supposed to be awake for a little while before we have to go back, little dude. You’ll be sleeping for a long time again. You can stretch your wings in here when I’m gone.”
“Luna go?” he asks.
“I’ll be right back,” she promises. “Ray will be here with you all the time.”
I help him move himself upright. “Luna suit,” he says, noticing her highly unusual attire. “Here Nacho home? Luna stop Nacho?”
Driver smiles at the ever-perceptive macaw. “This isn’t Nacho’s home, but I am going to stop his drill,” she says.
“Then go to Nacho home?” he pushes.
I put a gentle hand on his wing. “One thing at a time, buddy, okay? This is what we’re here for.”
He doesn’t reply. I place him down on the floor, knowing that he usually likes to walk a little before flying after a long sleep or even just a long time in his travel cage.
“See you soon,” Driver says before turning to the door.
“No goodbye?” I call after her.
“See you later,” she replies without stopping. “How’s that?”
I put my headset back on and check we’re still in contact with the others. Clive is there almost right away, assuring me that Driver practiced disembarking and piloting the rover back in New Zealand.
That gives me confidence. I don’t think there’s a vehicle in the world she couldn’t get the hang of pretty quickly, but the disembarking process could have been a stumbling block.
A few seconds later, my screen changes to let me know there is an active EVA suit I can link up to. Driver must have put her helmet on. I tap the button to connect.
“Hey,” I say. “Helmet okay?”
“And gloves,” she confirms. “I’m just getting into the rover.”
I watch as she does. I didn’t get a great view of the vehicle since she was already very close when the visual feed started coming in, but what I did see looked pretty much like I would have expected it to.
“Are you still picking us up, Clive?” I ask.
“Sure am,” he replies after a few seconds. The gap is short, but it’s always tense.
Carlo is back in his seat beside me, and Laika has flown up to rest by my shoulder so he can see what’s on the screen, too.
We all watch on as Driver successfully opens the rover bay’s hatch. It’s completely sealed off from the rest of the Mantis, naturally, and she’s going to leave the ramp out with the hatch open so she can return easily when her job out there is done.
“What should I say when I first go out?” she muses. “It’s not really a step. Actually, never mind. I’ve got it.”
I watch silently as she rolls down the ramp. The feed is coming from her helmet rather than the lenses, which must be an option I could access somewhere else, but this is more than good enough. If anything it gives us a clearer view, since the helmet’s visor isn’t in the way.
“Here I go,” Driver says. “One small tap on the gas, one big boot up Zola’s ass.”
It’s impossible not to laugh.
Clive does, too.
“This should only take four minutes,” she goes on. “Can you see much, Ray? My headlights are bright and the Mantis is still shining on the dome, but can you see it all okay?”
“All of it,” I confirm.
Four minutes later, like clockwork, she’s at the dome.
Now I can really see it. It looks pretty imposing up close, despite being a lot smaller than the undersea structure we entered from the Nautilus.
Driver stops right in front of a very familiar-looking access hatch. The difference this time is that she has to use the rover’s extendable grippers to open it.
“Did you practice this?” I ask.
In lieu of a reply, she takes control of the grippers and proceeds to make it look like the easiest thing in the world.
“She did,” Clive says.
“You couldn’t let him think I’m a natural?” Driver laughs.
In many ways, she is.
And much more importantly, she’s in.
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Once Driver has opened the hatch on the outside of ZolaCore’s remarkable lunar dome, she continues forward in the rover.
It really does look like a tight squeeze, which for the first time brings her skilled control to the fore.
There’s another sealed hatch beyond the first. It looks to be on a flat door rather than a dome, indicating the inner part might not be domed. We’ll see more when Driver is all the way inside and steps out of the rover. For the moment, it’s restricting what we can see from here.
In the bay-like buffer zone between the hatches, Driver deftly maneuvers the rover so it’s facing outwards again. She then re-engages the grippers, to which the hatch turns out to be highly magnetized, and re-seals the outer dome.
It crosses my mind that if she has any problem getting out, I’ll have to go out on foot.
It’s one of those worst-case thoughts that I don’t really think is going to come true, like when I was momentarily petrified that Carlo might sell us out during the live broadcast to Zola when we took off from New Zealand.
I’m not normally prone to that kind of catastrophically minded overthinking, but the past week would do it to anyone.
The final hatch in front of Driver is operable by hand. After wisely taking a second to confirm with me and our much more distant allies that everything seems fine with her suit as well as the rover’s atmospheric sensors, she steps out.
She lifts a briefcase-like box from her rover and places it on the floor.
Driver might be on a floor rather than the ground, but she’s sure as hell still walking on the Moon.
I’m beyond proud of her and hope more than anything this is going to be a story she can tell her grandkids someday.
“Here we go,” she says, grabbing hold of the wheel on a heavy seal that looks functionally identical to the one she opened at the end of the Nautilus’s extendable passageway.
It takes her a few seconds to quite literally get to grips with the glove-to-metal operation, which is more than understandable. But like she always has so far, she gets it done.
And now, briefcase back in hand, she’s really in.
As she’s been instructed to do, Driver re-seals the entrance as quickly as she can.
“Woah, it’s so different in here,” she immediately says. “I feel heavy again, like at home. Out there between the hatches it was kind of halfway.”
ZolaCore engineering strikes again. There’s clearly a lot going on in this inner structure, likely to aid the drilling process and any in-person maintenance that might ever have been required.
The substantialness of the drilling rig is the first thing I notice. Given the power and depth it can achieve, I shouldn’t have expected anything else. But we’re on the Moon, and Zola set this up without anyone noticing.
If I wasn’t here on the Moon to know how real this is, there’s no way I could truly believe it.
Driver looks all around, taking everything in. She moves slowly along the roof and walls, clearly cognizant of all of us who are watching.
“Square internal structure, like we thought,” she says. “And the drill is going. I can feel the vibration from here.”
We’ve arrived in plenty of time, relatively speaking.
We’re still around 20 hours from when the drill is set to reach the critical disruption point. That’s the time when it would be too late to prevent massive physical damage to the moon itself, with the cascading effect of reaching ever richer theocite deposits calculated as being forceful enough to result in a planetary catastrophe.
Things would only get even worse even faster if the drill kept going at that point, but we’re already most of the way from stopping it. We must be 99 percent of the way there, I figure, with how confident Driver sounded about this final disarming process.
When she turns to complete her full circle of the room, the all-important lever comes into view. Stopping the drill will enable her to get close enough to plant a timed explosive on it, to ensure Zola can never remotely reactivate it. It’s a solid plan.
I’d like to see this drill fully destroyed and the excavated area carefully protected, but that’s for another day. We’re just here to stop things from getting worse.
“Pulling the lever in ten,” she announces, beginning a countdown.
Clive chimes in at five to give the okay.
On one, Driver reaches out and grabs the lever. She actually has to push it up, rather than pull it down, but it doesn’t look like she has to put her full strength into it.
While she’s still facing the wall, and before we can see anything, she immediately calls out:
“It stopped! The vibration has stopped.”
“Go easy,” I say. “And hey, Driver… reopen the hatch before you activate the explosive, okay? Set it up now, but don’t activate until you open the hatch. You don’t want to be grasping around at that while the clock ticks. Then close the hatch again when you’re out.”
“Already in the plan, but thanks for the call out,” she replies.
She then opens the briefcase she placed on the floor and lifts out some familiar-looking explosives. They’ve served us well so far. The ones she reaches for are at the strong end of the spectrum, way beyond any I’ve used.
In the undersea structure, I had to be careful not to destroy the fuel tank located dangerously close to my target. Driver has no such worry here, where stronger is better.
She walks over to the drilling rig, which looks increasingly impressive close up, and wastes no time attaching three explosives. She is very deliberate about where they go, reassuring me this was all carefully planned during the mission’s final preparation stages while I was in the plane with Joe and Eva.
When they’re in place, Driver hurries back to the hatch and opens it. She’s walking quickly rather than running, but clearly keen to get out of there and back to the safety of the rover.
While she’s at her briefcase, she lifts out a device that looks like a camera and leaves it on the ground, facing the drill.
Smart… this will give us a visual confirmation of the explosion, when she’s safely out of range.
“I’m going to do 90 seconds,” she says, walking over to the drill one last time. She taps each of the waiting explosives three times and hightails it for the hatch. This time she is sprinting.
She retreats to the rover and hurriedly uses it to open the outer hatch, getting all the way out long before 90 seconds comes.
“Our system status down here has updated to show that the drill is deactivated,” Clive tells us from New Zealand, where we first saw that it was active. “Great work already! I’ll let you know if this knocks it offline.”
Driver uses the rover to close the hatch behind her, still before we reach the moment of truth. She drives away like the whole dome could blow at any second. I’m all in favor of erring on the side of caution.
I watch and count.
Watch and count.
Watch and count…
After a while, I know the explosions should occur anytime now.
“Offline!” Clive yells excitedly. “And… yes, we have a visual of the detonation! It killed the camera on the other side of the structure but the first few freeze frames are clear. It’s done. Driver, you destroyed it!”
“We destroyed it,” she says.
However confident Driver was about this going so well and however much I believed in her, I feel this victory deeply.
Getting here when we did was the real odds-defying part, more than earning the Starshot moniker of the grander operation this Mantis craft was built for.
I move to the cockpit to watch Driver’s return journey with my own eyes, instead of from her perspective. Laika perches on my shoulder to come along, and even Carlo wants to join us when I suggest it.
I know we’re unlikely to have any chance to rest on our laurels or bask in this win, but I try to push all of that away for now and just take this moment in.
Driver is moving at a fair rate outside. As she goes, the sight of her headlights cutting through the lunar darkness really is something to behold.
Just like life, where there’s light there’s hope.
And despite everything Zola has thrown at us, from the station to the ocean to the dark side of the damn Moon, we’re still here.
Our light isn’t out just yet.
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“It is incredible,” Carlo says from the chair next to mine in the cockpit. “Nacho created ZolaCore from nothing, and everything you see came from his one vision to take humanity to the stars. Somewhere along the way, his mind became poisoned. There is no greater tragedy.”
And he’s right. The Mantis, the rover, the dome, the drill… all of it was created by Zola’s company.
Obviously I never knew quite how advanced his secret projects were, but his unrelenting investment in space technologies and unquenchable thirst for progress were two of the reasons I used to look up to him.
I feel like an idiot for how I used to feel about Zola. I honestly can’t even begin to imagine how Carlo has been feeling since we brought his understanding of the world crumbling to the ground when we showed him the truth of what Zola has done.
I don’t think it’s a case of his mind being corrupted in adulthood, though. I think Zola has been the same man on the inside since before he achieved his first major success, and the power he has since amassed simply enabled him to show the world what he was all along: broken and bitter.
Driver reaches the cargo bay’s ramp in a matter of minutes and is back inside with us just a few more after that.
Laika, Carlo and I are waiting when she steps back into the main body of the Mantis, already unsuited.
“Excellent work,” Carlo says, beating me to the punch. He leans forward and hugs her, showing more outward team spirit than he has at any point so far.
“Thanks, dude,” she replies.
“Luna win,” Laika squawks. “Luna do good.”
We all laugh at that.
“Luna do great,” I grin warmly.
“That’s Driver to you, Barclay,” she chides with a wink, setting off back towards our chamber with no further ceremony.
Either way, with that lunar drive she just pulled off, she really was aptly named for this mission.
We all follow her to the chamber.
She takes my seat, in front of the screen, and rubs her hands together as if warming them up. I guess the interior material of her gloves was cold. I can’t say I noticed anything like that on the station, but there was so much adrenaline running through my veins that I wouldn’t count on having noticed if they were made of ice.
“We have two routes pre-programmed,” she says. “One to New Zealand, one to the Beacon. Theocite reserves are still good, so we’re not going to need to refill the enrichment tank with the extra stock.”
“We brought extra theocite?” I ask. I guess I stopped paying attention when I was assured we had enough and took a look at the loaded quantity to see for myself.
“Yeah. They sent it all in case they had to use more than we expected during the journey, but they obviously didn’t. I guess now is when we start thinking about what happens next, right?”
I gulp and take the seat next to her. She’s right… with this done, what we’ve pushed aside as a concern for later can no longer be ignored.
“Wait, why is the link to New Zealand offline?” she asks, pointing to an alarming red X in the corner of the screen. “Did I maybe not disable my helmet or something? Are we still linked to that?”
“It can’t be that… I was talking to you and Clive at the same time,” I tell her, frantically tapping on the screen to try to reactivate something.
“Maybe it terminated both links when I powered down the helmet?” she shrugs, eyeing me with less concern than I’m feeling. “It’ll come back.”
“Ah, there,” Carlo sighs in relief.
We both look back down. But the last thing I feel is relief.
There is an incoming broadcast, but it’s not from New Zealand. It’s not from Earth at all, and it’s not from the Vita.
The designation code tells me enough even before we hit play:
ZCTB.
ZolaCore, The Beacon.
“Carlo… this isn’t our people,” I gulp. “It’s Zola.”
Driver’s hands both shoot to her face, tightly pressed around her nose and mouth in a praying gesture.
I lean forward and force myself to hit play.
And there he is.
“I thought you were smart, Ray,” Zola begins, taunting me with the same opening line he used when we were in New Zealand. “But it turns out even I can be wrong from time to time…”





52

“You really thought you could do it, didn’t you?” Ignacio Zola sighs, shaking his head in mock disappointment. “You really thought you could make a hostage of someone so dear to me and get away with it.”
Driver takes one hand away from her face and rests it on top of mine. “We didn’t think he would do nothing,” she whispers during one of his trademark gaps between sentences.
I appreciate the attempt to calm my runaway fears, especially when she’s evidently so concerned in her own right, but it doesn’t go far. The look in Zola’s eyes is very different to the one we saw in the last few broadcasts.
He looks as vindictively driven as he did when he first woke up on the Beacon and sent the message to Colorado about wanting to break me before he kills me.
Bitterly, he continues: “But the thing that disappoints me most is that you’ve all seemed to think, all along, that I haven’t rigged my own bunker and underground space research facility with emergency explosives. Ray… what kind of man would I be to risk leaving a loose end like that? I’m almost offended.”
I feel Driver’s hand tighten. It doesn’t feel like she’s trying to reassure me anymore. We’re as utterly shaken as each other by what this scumbag is telling us.
“I only planned to leave New Zealand online until you left with Carlo,” Zola goes on, “when its usefulness would have expired. You forced a slight delay with all this nonsense, since I had to make sure the support team of traitors you put together got him through that insane journey in one piece. I hire the best people, so I had faith in their work even after they showed such weakness of character to join your futile crusade. And they did keep Carlo alive, which I’m glad of, but that means their usefulness has expired. I know the Mantis has a preset course for the Beacon. That is my craft you’ve stolen, in case you’re forgetting. I hear its radio communications. You don’t need New Zealand anymore, and I don’t, either.”
Every sentence makes it worse. Somehow, some way, it just keeps getting worse.
His evil gaze narrows. “I knew my leverage would be wasted before you dealt with the drill, Ray. You just get so myopic. And okay, you destroyed my drill… I’ll install a new one. The theocite is still there. But as for now, when my leverage can have more effect? Well, why don’t I show instead of tell? This was a few minutes ago. Oh, and by way of explanation: I have a stock of defensive drones around the perimeter of my highest priority research and development site. Who would have thought?”
Zola’s face disappears, replaced by a video feed. The camera rises high into the sky, bringing the compound’s parking lot into view.
I feel like a weight is crushing my shoulders from above, compressing my body like a vice.
The drone veers away from the compound, towards the highway.
It moves at incredible speed and high altitude, until suddenly dipping and banking to one side as its target comes into view.
Driver stands up in a single movement and turns away, sobbing already.
I can’t even cry.
All I can do is stare helplessly as the drone locks on and fires at its target:
Joe and Eva’s plane.
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Zola’s face returns to the screen, smiling maniacally.
A few seconds later, the video returns and shows the drone-based camera jerk rapidly before stabilizing again to show a projectile landing just to the right of the plane.
It hovers in place, locking on again.
“The two people you care about most, at the mercy of the one you detest more than any other,” Zola says. “Maybe now you know how I’ve been feeling since you kidnapped Carlo?”
Like a cat with a mouse, he’s toying with me. The total desolation of a few seconds ago, when it looked like he was blowing up the plane right then, is gone. There’s no time for relief, though… not with the gut-churning knowledge that he could do so at any second.
With this broadcast not being live, he might have even done so already.
The drone’s visual target lock then disappears, moments before it fires two more projectiles just to the side.
“I’m not going to kill them there, Ray,” he says. “I’m only… what should we call it… terrorizing them. You see, I want to scare them into the bunker. It’ll take as long as it takes. I’ll bring a drone out, fire all round, leave, wait a while, and repeat. What would you guess, three cycles? Four? It won’t be long. It’s just so much easier for me if everyone is in one place. I’ve already blocked all communications signals in the area, too, in case you’re still thinking I’m a man who misses the obvious. That means they can’t contact anyone, but since all your communications went through the facility it means you can’t, either. All you have is what I tell you. What I show you.”
Driver, facing the screen again, is now shaking with rage rather than sobbing. She sits down.
“Bring me Carlo,” Zola demands. He says nothing else for almost ten seconds, far beyond any of his usual emphatic pauses. “I’m tired of the runaround, Ray. This ends where it started: right here. Face to face, man to man, it ends here.”
The broadcast fades to black.
As it does, it feels like my hopes of ever seeing Eva and Joe again, faint as they were, fade with it.
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“We can get there,” Driver insists, standing up again and pacing a frantic circle around the screen. “Just like we knew we could get here and then worry about later when it came, we can get there, Ray. We can think of something to fix this when we’re there. There’s one of him and there are three of us. Four with Laika. He trusts Carlo like a brother and he’s not going to think Laika will be so motivated and able to help us. I’m not saying we’ll all survive it, but if we can all get inside we can come up with some kind of distraction to take him out and disarm the bombs, or shutdown his system, or even ask the Vita to just blow us to hell and take him out with us… whatever it takes.”
I have to admire Driver’s tenacity, and especially the genuinely expressed willingness to lay down her life that she threw in at the end like it’s something anyone would say. But tenacity isn’t enough anymore.
This time it’s different. We’ve just stopped what we thought was Zola’s final big move, only for him to pull another rabbit out of his hat.
The planetary threat from the drill is gone. But my world — my family — is in Zola’s grasp more tightly than ever.
I’m also not even sure about the other half of what she said.
“How can we even get there?” I ask. “He seems to think we can, too. Just because a course is set? What about the chamber to protect us from the forces of the boosts? The gases they told us are an important part of stabilizing our vitals?”
“It’s all set,” she insists. “Remember, no one woke us up. It was all programmed to get us here safely and it’s all programmed for the way back, too. Tell him, Carlo.”
The old man says nothing for a few seconds. He’s shaken by what we’ve just seen and heard. He did stay behind in New Zealand in the first place because he didn’t want the non-evacuated bunker dwellers to be left behind for good, after all. Unlike the man who has employed him for so long, he does have a heart.
“Carlo,” Driver repeats, snapping her fingers. “You were there when Clive talked us through it. Tell Ray we can get back.”
Eventually, he forces a slow, weak nod. “She is right.”
Driver holds my eyes. “See? Our two course options are set, and the boosts and gases are set for each of them. The only difference is we need to initiate the launch. The rest is the same. We’ll dock with the station instead of landing, but this craft is literally built for that. The team at Mission Control didn’t give us pre-programmed return courses for no reason, Ray. They knew something could go wrong, either in New Zealand or with our communication or with Zola doing something with his signal blocking tech. We can get there.”
“And then what?” I ask. It’s a serious question, not intended as dismissive.
Driver sits down. “Okay, so we’re thinking. Good. Let’s think. He wants Carlo, okay? We know that. So we give him Carlo. Maybe Carlo has a weapon? Maybe Carlo leads Zola into a room and locks the door? Maybe Carlo has Laika tucked into the back of his shirt?”
“Nacho kill Leeroy. Now Nacho want to hurt Joe Joe,” Laika says, taking the mention of his name as an invitation to join the conversation. “Laika want to help. Help kill Nacho.”
No one says anything.
Laika is standing on the floor, looking up at us.
For all the time I’ve spent with him lately, I still don’t know much about regular macaws. I don’t know if they bear grudges like this, let alone think in terms of premeditated violent revenge. I don’t doubt his sincerity of feeling for a second, though. And if we do have a trump card here, I feel like he’s as likely a candidate as Carlo.
“Nacho would overpower me if I tried to lock him in a room,” Carlo says, breaking the short silence. “The same if he sensed I had a weapon. I lack the speed, the strength. And friends, to be truthful, I cannot be sure I would not lack the ability to strike in anger. The plan cannot count on me like that.”
I’m not overly surprised by that, given Carlo’s general demeanor. He doesn’t seem like someone who would have it in him to kill anyone. I would have said the same about myself until recently. That has changed, even if Carlo’s hesitation hasn’t.
I’m glad he said it, though. It’s better to know what isn’t going to work now, when we can score it off our list of options, rather than in the heat of battle when one slip-up could be fatal.
“We’re definitely not broadcasting now, right?” I ask. “Like, there’s no way Zola can have an active link when this comms light isn’t on?”
Driver hesitates for a second before shaking her head. “No. And… no. But, I mean, I don’t know. We have to make a plan.” I can see that she’s worrying about it now, though. The uncharacteristic stuttering is one thing, but her expression is the real tell.
“She is right,” Carlo says. “We do have to make a plan. If Nacho is listening, he could be watching, too. If so, there is no code or signal he would not see. You cannot think like that. There is no reason to think he could override the communications system. If he could, why did you have to hit play on his last broadcast? He would have forced it.”
“Carlo true,” Laika squawks. “No play like game, Ray Ray.”
I didn’t ask and we’re way past thinking Carlo harbors any kind of loyalty to Zola, but I can never be anything but grateful for the little guy trying to help. “Thanks, buddy,” I tell him. “I know. Carlo is our friend. Carlo wants to stop Nacho, too.”
Carlo sighs heavily. “I want to protect the boys. They cannot be forgotten in this. The Balena cannot be forgotten.”
“It won’t be,” Driver says. “If we can somehow take Zola out, what’s left of Earth’s forces and the leaders on the Vita will negotiate a surrender and force it if they have to. You can count on that. The Balena itself is priceless. With how much damage he’s done to Earth, a habitable generation ship like that isn’t something they’re going to destroy out of spite. The commander of the Vita said that himself.”
“Major said that?” I cut in. “For real?”
She nods. “And you heard Clive say the Vita team has decoded messages between Zola and the Balena. They’re going to know who’s in charge and how to talk to them when the time comes. We know the other bunkers can defend themselves, so there’s not a lot the Balena could threaten. With Zola dead and not enough theocite to go far, surrender would be their only way out.”
It’s my turn to sigh. “Maybe, but it’s that whole ‘with Zola dead’ part I’m stuck on. For starters, I don’t know how we’d do it. But we also know he’s the kind of guy who will have a dead man’s switch. If he dies, all the bombs in New Zealand and his missiles targeting the bunkers are probably going to be set to blow. Even if the ERF bunkers can defend themselves, New Zealand can’t. That’s why we need to get into his systems. If we can disarm him and take him alive, making sure he can’t touch anything or trigger a tripwire, access to the Control Center’s systems or maybe some other systems in his own weird room could be what we need.”
“Could we do anything with these tranquilizing gases?” Driver asks, looking at the masks attached to every chair. “Weaponize them somehow?”
I shake my head. If this was a movie I’m sure we’d find a way. But while there are no bad ideas in the brainstorming search for something workable, that’s not a good one.
“I fear he will call me in alone,” Carlo says.
This is the real sticking point, because I think Carlo is right.
All of a sudden, Driver sits down next to him. Her face is filled with a new focus. “Carlo… if he does, would you be willing to activate a timed explosive to distract him and give us a chance to rush in? It could be one of the weak ones and you could be far enough away to avoid getting hurt. You could pretend to be scared, to distract him even more. All we need to do is get in and we’ll have a chance. He’s on his own. He can’t be in multiple places at once.”
I like it.
It’s not perfect and it’s not fleshed out, but I like it.
Carlo doesn’t answer. It’s not a yes, but I think the fact he doesn’t say no right away says a lot.
“I’ll get everything we might need from the hold,” Driver says, clearly thinking the same thing. “Not just for that, but for anything. We definitely can’t count on having time to go back there for anything once we dock. You know how he likes his deadlines.”
When Driver leaves, Carlo keeps looking at the floor.
“Your boys will be brought back to Earth and taken care of properly,” I insist. “There’s no longer any prospect of you and Zola joining them for this mission to a new world, Carlo. That’s over. Their best chance now is for us to take Zola down and make sure they get home.”
I know without a shadow of a doubt that the safety of those boys is Carlo’s hang-up.
The whole business with the Valerio Institute is extremely unsettling and possibly worse than we’ve realized yet, but it’s what this old man — this used and confused old man — cares about most.
“I will do what I have to do to distract him,” Carlo eventually says.
“Whatever it takes?” I push.
He gulps, closing his eyes as he does it, then exhales more forcefully than usual. “For the boys… whatever it takes.”
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Driver returns fairly quickly with some supplies and places them on the floor behind one of the chairs.
“Is Laika’s second thing of… stuff there?” I ask. “Measured out?”
She nods without answering out loud, understanding I didn’t want to mention it yet.
“Laika sleep?” he asks.
Oh well. I guess I should have known better than to think I could talk around him with a euphemism.
“We’re all going to sleep, buddy,” I tell him, “and you’ll sleep just as long as last time. It’s the same dose.”
Even more dutiful than usual, he hops over towards his cage.
“Not quite yet,” Driver says.
We know we might not have any chance to discuss anything when we dock, so we show Carlo how to place and activate the timed explosives. If Zola does call him in alone, they could provide the best and possibly only real chance we have of causing a sufficient distraction to allow Driver and I to sneak in. In short, it’s extremely important.
If this is what we end up having to go with, there’s a hint of irony in using a “fog of war” kind of approach against Zola. After all, that was the name he used for the strategy that played a central part in his own plan for the initial and motherlode detonations.
Particularly if Carlo can plant and time multiple explosions, Zola could be rattled by the uncertainty of what might happen next. Depending on where he’s situated, Carlo could even effectively block his path to the crucial areas of the station.
Before long, Carlo has gotten to grips with the basics of the explosives. They really are fool-proof, but Carlo is no fool in any case. He might be incredibly misguided on some things, but he is no fool.
Next up, Driver drills him on how to act scared in a way that will be as helpful as possible for our purposes. That mainly involves making sure Zola is facing away from any doors, she says. Faking heart palpitations or other physical symptoms certainly wouldn’t hurt, either.
If it comes down to hoping Carlo can disarm anything on the systems in the Control Room or Zola’s lair, I won’t be holding out much hope. I still make sure he’s as clear as he can be on the relative locations of those parts of the station, though. Because just as is the case with our situation in general, any chance is better than none.
Driver pays a lot of close attention when I physically draw a map. I do so using the old-school methods provided by the supplies she brought from the hold. Sometimes, when efficiency and clarity is all that counts, you can’t beat the classic approach of paper and pencils.
I skip over a lot of detail, leaving rooms unmarked unless they’re likely to be important. The Control Center and Zola’s room are our two focal points. Everything else exists in relation to them.
This map will still be here when we arrive, and they can both look at it then. That’s why most of our energy goes into talking Carlo through more of the actions he might need to take. The one thing we know is that he’s the only person who is definitely going to be called in.
It’s unlikely Carlo will ever be separated from Zola, at least after making his initial entry. That’s why our core plan is for him to keep Zola distracted long enough for the two of us, and ideally Laika, to rush in.
Laika could be one hell of a distraction in all kinds of ways. But our most realistic chance will come if Driver and I can split up between the two priority rooms to try to disarm Zola’s systems.
Depending on where Zola chooses to meet Carlo, it might end up only being possible for us to reach one of those rooms. In that case, one of us would head there and the other could work on an ambush that would take Zola down, but not all the way out. That could give us time to call to the Vita and our bunkers for further assistance.
There are far more unknowns than knowns.
But if Zola holds off on activating his pre-planted bombs as a means of maintaining leverage to ensure I hand over Carlo unharmed, and if we can distract or restrain him almost immediately, I really think there is a non-zero chance we could pull this off.
It’s a small chance, for sure. But it’s there. It’s a chance.
My biggest hope for the moment is that Zola meant it when he said we’ll be face to face. If I really can get that close, I’d fancy my chances to hook his arms and take him down before he can do anything. I can’t help but think he’d know that too, though, so he’s bound to have something preventing me from getting so close.
Even then, I would fancy myself to distract him for long enough to enable Driver to sneak around. Because Zola has said so many times that he wants to break me, I don’t think he’ll want to rush into whatever he’s planning without slowly twisting the knife into my heart. We might — just might — be able to take advantage of his darkness.
One thing I warn both Driver and Carlo about very explicitly is that the station is a dangerous place, and that Zola might well have laced it with traps like the falling barrier that almost killed me in one of the walkways.
I tell them to be deliberate in their movements, always keeping the target destination in mind, whatever it may be in each moment, and never pausing for too long. One thing we don’t have, unfortunately, is an extra pair of contact lenses for Carlo.
While I’ve never had to rely on it, Isaac told me they have a built-in hazard detection and warning feature, which is operational by default even when other smart features are disabled. The user can disable the feature, too, he said, but there’s no good reason to since it’s unobtrusive and only highlights potential threats that meet a high threshold.
The lenses are supposed to highlight things like lasers and smoke when the highly intelligent sensors think they could be signaling danger, effectively.
As I think about it, I don’t think Carlo would have much call for them, anyway. Zola isn’t going to lead Carlo anywhere dangerous, I figure, and certainly nowhere that’s been booby trapped.
But if Driver and I are able to seize a chance to step on the station, I’ll be glad to have the lenses on our side.
We talk over a few more eventualities before we all feel as ready as we could be.
That’s a long way from as ready as I’d like to be, but we are where we are. With no contact with anyone and no real sense of what Zola is going to request of us when we arrive, I think we’ve done well to come up with anything.
Storming his castle isn’t going to be easy and I can’t even take for granted that it will be possible, but we’ll give it all we’ve got.
Always worried that something might go wrong, I have to fight to keep my hand steady as I tranquilize little Laika one more time.
“Good boy,” I tell him as the syringe goes in. He really is.
“Laika okay,” he assures me. And that’s him all over, more concerned about me knowing he’s okay than he is about himself.
Driver helps me to swaddle him, replicating the way the helpful ZolaCore worker did it for us earlier. We then place him in the cage, still tightly hooked to the walls and floor, and secure him in place.
“Now I just need to initiate a launch for the Beacon option of our two return courses and then we’re set,” Driver says. “You guys should strap in and put your masks and wristbands on. The Mantis got us here without the team having to interfere, so we have to believe we can count on it getting us back. I can’t do anything manually from the cockpit, anyway. It was rocky enough for the landing, and that was way after the final boosts. There’s a reason they put us in this chamber and gave us the gas.”
“I wouldn’t let you stay out there,” I insist, “let alone ask you to. Just hurry back once you initiate, okay? You need to get yourself strapped and set, too.”
On my left, Carlo gets himself fully prepared for the journey: straps, wristbands, mask.
Ahead of me, Driver pauses at the chamber’s open hatch.
There’s going to be no time to converse about anything when she gets back. We both know that. The next time we talk will be when the Mantis wakes us, after the final deceleration boost as we near the Beacon.
“This is literally it, Ray,” she says. “He’s sent us in circles and detours and kept us grasping at straws, but this is it. One last push, because something has to give.”
I taste the gas kicking in before Driver gets back. There’s no launch countdown this time, and as I feel my eyes grow heavy I grow increasingly worried. She sealed the chamber behind her when she left, so I’m not worried about myself — I’m worried about her.
Fortunately, one of the last things I see before I fade is the sight of her rushing back in and sealing the hatch again.
She sits down beside me and straps in. The very last thing I see is her wristbands and mask going on. Satisfied that she’s safe, my heavy eyes feel free to close.
The last thing I feel is Driver’s hand faintly resting on mine, on the arm of my chair.
Her last words echo in my increasingly hazy mind in my final moments of consciousness:
“Something has to give.”
The words echo because I know she’s right — just like Zola was right when he said the same thing.
One way or another, this all ends on the Beacon.
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“Squawk… Ray Ray?”
I blink my heavy eyes open, which takes no small effort, and immediately look over at Laika.
“Laika want out,” he tells me.
I unstrap myself and move my mask, which this time has woken me a little later than Laika’s sedative has worn off.
“Sorry, buddy,” I tell him, hurrying to help him out of the protective swaddle. He’s not struggling, likely because he understands everything far better than a regular parrot ever could. He also looks tired himself, which fortunately suggests he hasn’t been awake for long.
I stumble as I get up, catching myself on my chair. Driver and Carlo are stirring, too. We must be close.
As soon as Laika is free, I go back to my chair to look at the screen.
We are close.
Very close.
The Mantis is beginning its final approach to the Beacon, and I can see on the visualization that it’s coming in on what I’ve always thought of as the ‘north’ side of the station.
There are two emergency airlocks there and it seems like we’ll be docking at one of them, like our much smaller craft did at another airlock when we sent Isaac’s robot to recover crucial information.
“How’s it looking?” Driver asks, groaning out the words as she stretches her arms.
“We made it,” I say. So far it’s the only thing I know. But then I notice a blinking notification in the bottom left corner of the screen, telling us that a broadcast came in nine minutes ago.
It’s from Zola.
“I bet that was right after the final theocite-boosted deceleration,” Driver says, leaning in next to me. “He knows we’ll have been out cold until at least then.”
I hit play.
Zola appears on the screen, holding some kind of device. It looks to be around the size of a phone, just four or five times thicker. An antenna sticks out of one side, while Zola’s finger is hovering over a button on the top.
“Canteen,” he says. “Both of you. No games.”
The broadcast ends.
The Canteen is the last place I expected Zola to call anyone, but the good news is that he hasn’t called Carlo alone.
“Both of you…” the old man muses.
Driver and I turn to face him.
“He did not say ‘only the two of you.’ He said ’both of you.’ That is both of us, Ray. He may believe we are the only people here. The Mantis flies itself. With no need for a pilot, why would anyone else have taken the risk?”
“Where’s the Canteen?” Driver immediately asks. She rushes over to our boxes of supplies to pick up the paper map I drew before we left the Moon. I only focused on the rooms I thought would be important, and the Canteen certainly wasn’t one of them.
“It’s where the dead bodies are,” I gulp.
“Sick bastard,” she mutters in reply as she reaches the supplies.
As soon as she hands me the map and a pencil, I mark the Canteen and talk as I annotate some more. “Its main entrance faces south, which could give you a chance to sneak west to the Control Room from our entry point at the north. It depends if Zola is already in the Canteen. If he is, you might have a window.”
The compass directions I’m using have no meaning in a technical sense, obviously, but they’re what people have used to describe the station’s layout thanks to the ubiquity of top-down maps. It’s an efficient way to describe relative positions on my scribbled map, too.
“The Canteen has an internal door and an air vent connecting to the kitchen at the back,” I go on, “and the kitchen connects to the Maintenance Bay from below. That’s a long way around, but if I can keep him facing the main entrance, it could be a way for you to come in and surprise him from behind. You could listen through the vent to hear what’s happening, but I don’t know how quietly you could open the door. If you’re there and things sound desperate, you could set off an explosive or even just knock stuff around in the kitchen to distract him.”
“Too many moving parts. I like the Control Room idea,” she replies.
I nod several times. “Me too. You really want to try to initiate contact with the Vita or any of our bunkers, or to disable the signal-blocking tech around New Zealand to warn everyone to evacuate the compound. With all the doors I’ve blown off, you should be able to hear us talking. That means you have to be really quiet, too.”
“Definitely,” she says, paying close attention to everything I’m saying.
“We don’t know what we’re walking into,” I go on, “so you can only react to what you hear. If it sounds like I’m keeping him distracted, keep trying to work on the system. If you’re locked out or just not getting anywhere, and if it ever sounds like Zola might be going somewhere else, you could try to surprise him from behind a doorway or something like that. Anything that seems like the best option once you hear how things are playing out. I’ll be trying to pick a moment to restrain him, and I’ll call for you if a chance like that comes. But I didn’t like the look of that device in his hand. It looked like a detonator.”
Driver exhales slowly. “It did,” she admits. “That’s why I don’t like the idea of an explosive distraction, if we have any other option. It could spook him into hitting it. And you can’t obviously engage him in a struggle while he’s holding that thing. You’re just going to play it as you see it, too, Ray. And Carlo… try to keep Zola talking. Ask about the boys, and maybe say the guys who tried to evacuate you were rough with you. Anything that engages him could give Ray a one-second window to move. That could be all we need.”
“I understand,” Carlo says. “So no explosives?”
“Still take some,” I suggest. “Zola might send you somewhere on your own. We don’t know what he might want from me or what he might try to make me watch. If you’re alone and you engage an explosive, that will break his frame. He might worry that you’ve triggered a security trap or something. His first thought would be you, not the detonator. And if his guard goes down for one second, like Driver said, that could give me a chance to grab the device and take him down.”
“But only if things sound desperate,” Driver tells Carlo, implicitly agreeing with my point. I’m glad she stressed that part, though.
“Squawk! What Laika do?” my feathered friend asks, gazing up at us from the floor. “Laika want to help stop Nacho.”
Driver and I share a very pensive glance. She raises her eyebrows, and I know her well enough to know this means she’s leaving it up to me. I nod.
“You’ll come with me,” Driver tells him. “You need to be absolutely silent unless I ask you to speak. Okay? Be quiet all the rest of the time. And if I ask you to go somewhere or do something, you do it. You could really help us, little dude. But I need to know you’re not going to hurt us. Do you understand how important it is to be quiet?”
“Laika no speak,” he promises.
Driver is right on all counts. Laika could really help us. He’s fast, he’s smart, he’s motivated, and he knows the station like the back of his hand. A squawk wouldn’t alarm Zola like an explosion would, anyway, and I think the benefits Laika can bring outweigh that risk.
There’s no exact science here, but I feel like we have to play — or at least be ready to play — all the cards we have.
Within minutes, the Mantis is docked.
We missed this impressive automatic process, being far too busy in here to take it in from the cockpit, but it’s done. The visualization on our screen shows that we’re connected to the Beacon in four places by four arm-like protrusions that have effectively hooked themselves to inlet connection points on the Beacon’s north side.
A fully sealed extendable metal passageway, not too unlike the kind we used in the Nautilus, is already in place to lead our side exit door to the Beacon’s airlock.
That lock remains sealed, waiting for us, which tells me Zola is already going to be in the Canteen.
I don’t know that for sure, but I doubt he’ll be standing at the threshold.
I can’t wear an earpiece for the obvious reason that Zola might see it and know someone else is with us, so Driver is going to be counting on her own hearing — and maybe Laika’s — to judge what’s happening until she feels safe to sneak out towards the Control Room.
A million things can go wrong here, but it feels like a billion could have gone wrong to this point. Many have, for sure, but we’re still standing. And when we’re face to face, I’ll have a chance.
“Stay back at first until you hear us talking,” I tell Driver. “If he doesn’t think anyone else is on board and he sees you here, he could flip out. He’s not expecting anyone else to go in, either way, but you have to wait until it feels safe. I wish we had more to base our decisions on than how it feels, but go with your gut. Listen close and go with your gut. And remember: if we take him down, don’t kill him. I really think we need an expert team to disarm this place while he’s still alive, in case he has a dead-man’s switch set to blow the minute he stops breathing.”
“One hundred percent,” she says firmly. “We want him alive… for now.”
Carlo takes a timed explosive from the case and quickly checks that he’s correctly remembering the simple steps. When he’s confident, he places it in his pocket.
Before we head for the door, I crouch down to Laika and press a finger to my lips. “We’re counting on you, buddy. Be quiet unless Luna tells you to be loud, okay?”
Signaling his total understanding, he slowly tips his head down and then up in his best attempt at a nod.
“Thatta boy,” I say, gently patting his wing.
I stand up and look at Driver.
“We’ve come a long way,” she tells me. “Literally just a few more steps now and he’s yours. Don’t let anger get the better of you in there. Believe me, he’ll be pushing your buttons from the second you get in there. He’ll be trying to break you. Keep believing they’re going to be okay, whatever he says, just like last time you were up here. Make sure he doesn’t push the button in his hand and they will be okay, Ray. You can do this. We can do this.”
Driver leans forward and pats me on the back, halfway to a hug. And with that, I set off.
“Oh, Carlo,” I say when we reach the lock. “My right hand can’t really grip. Could you help with this?”
With both of his hands and one of mine, we easily unseal the lock. I leave it open, so Driver and Laika can hear as much as possible, then step a determined step back into the death-filled space station I fought so hard to escape.
Zola is nowhere to be seen.
“Canteen,” I hear him call from the direction of its entrance.
I turn to Carlo. He looks understandably terrified.
“Keep him talking and just try to keep calm,” I tell him. “You’ve got this. We’ll contain Zola then get your boys to Earth, where they can be safe with everyone else. Are you with me?”
He gulps heavily and starts walking.
I stick right behind him and head for the Canteen.
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I walk right behind Carlo as we cross the Beacon’s central area, north to south, to reach the Canteen.
The air is very cold, even out here. I turned the Canteen into a cool box to preserve the bodies of my late colleagues as best as I could until a salvage mission could occur, and I don’t know what kind of message Zola is trying to send calling us here of all places.
When the entrance comes into view, though, I see that the lines of corpses are gone. There’s no sign of Zola yet, either, but this is where he wants us.
For now at least, I have to do what he wants. Picking my moment to strike requires getting through the initial meeting, and he has to think he’s in charge. He has to think he has the upper hand.
“Come in,” Zola calls.
Okay… he’s definitely in there.
After a few more steps, I see him. He’s sitting off to the back right, at the chess table.
“Come!” he orders. “Both of you. And keep your hands where I can see them, Ray. I still don’t think you’re that stupid, but just to be sure.”
It takes a colossal effort to control my breathing and not react in any of the million ways my body wants to. But I know Driver was right: the most important thing here is to keep anger from getting the better of me.
I walk with my palms out, glancing around the room as I go. All of the corpses are gone. It’s cold but not freezing, and the air feels a lot fresher — or at least less tainted — than I would have expected.
“And sit,” Zola says. He points Carlo to one seat and me to the next, both opposite his own.
He moves a black bishop on the chess board, then turns it around and moves a white pawn after a few seconds of thought.
All of this is done with his right hand. In the left, he holds the detonator with his thumb over the red button. I’m already looking for a way to grab it, but his grip is tight.
Our table is so far from the Canteen’s entrance, let alone the airlock, it seems impossible Driver is going to hear anything. I think she’ll wait a few minutes before stepping out, as quietly as possible, and heading for the Control Room.
What she might be able to do on the system is uncertain — as uncertain as what I might be able to do here. For now, the ball is in Zola’s court.
“The trouble with playing against yourself is the predictability of it all,” Zola muses, finally looking up at me from his board. “That’s the one thing I’ve enjoyed about you, Ray. You’re just full of surprises.”
I say nothing.
“I didn’t think you would actually bring Carlo to me, let alone in the Mantis, of all things. But that’s just it… sometimes I’ve underestimated you, like with that. Then at other times I’ve overestimated you, like with New Zealand. How could you think it was safe? It’s my facility, Ray. It would be like thinking I don’t have this place rigged to blow at the snap of my fingers.”
“Where are the bodies?” I eventually ask. It’s an obvious question which shouldn’t raise any alarm bells, and seems like a good way to keep him talking. Part of me doesn’t really want to know what he’s done with them, but I’m still not giving up on the vow I made to get them home for a proper send off if it’s at all possible.
“With the animals,” Zola replies, surprisingly direct. “In one of the only two offshoot labs whose sealed doors you haven’t destroyed. I wasn’t going to put them in yours… it’s too dear to my heart. It’s where you did the work that convinced me so much is possible.”
I don’t reply, hoping he’ll keep talking. If I keep asking questions — Where? Why? How? — he might realize I’m buying time.
I also make a conscious effort not to let him show he’s getting to me with the jibe about the role my research played in bringing us to this moment.
“This was such a wasted space, so cold and tainted,” he goes on. “It was the same with the dorms. They’re empty now. Of course, I used our helpful robot much more efficiently than you did. You were like a child with a toy, guiding it around. My autonomy chip let the Robex perform the given task all on its own. Cleared out the dorms, too.”
The thought of a robot as physically powerful as old Bex running around with an autonomy chip made me shiver when it was only hypothetical. Now, I feel the fear even more strongly.
“So you put all of the bodies together. Because you care,” I say, almost choking on the words. “I know you do. And it doesn’t have to go like this, Zola. Even now, you always have a choice. I know about the Institute. I know why you want to take those boys to the new world. I know you think Earth and society have held humanity back. Our world isn’t perfect, and I know that, too. But there is goodness in it. There are people like Carlo. There are more boys like Valerio.”
“You know nothing,” he replies curtly. But his expression changes. I’m not crazy enough to think anything I say is really going to get through, but he’s mentally engaging with it. It’s breaking his frame.
“I know about your father,” I insist. “Do you know about my stepfather? My brother? Bad things happen and bad people exist, Zola. But with every decision you make, you choose whether you’re going to add to that or stand against it. Ask yourself if your father would press that button, then ask yourself if Valerio would press it.”
His lips tighten. It takes all my mental strength not to glance down at the detonator again to see how close his thumb is to the button. I can’t make it obvious, but I can’t pick my moment if I don’t know.
“How has this man treated you, Carlo?” Zola asks.
I take my momentary chance to flick my eyes down as he looks at Carlo.
His thumb is as close as ever. I sigh.
“Kindly,” the old man says. “He has told me many things, Nacho. Some I could not believe, but some I have seen for myself. The drill. The threats. I do not understand.”
Zola’s expression stiffens. “What I don’t understand is why you didn’t evacuate in the Balena,” he replies. “All of this could have been avoided, Carlo. I know you are going to tell me you didn’t want to leave the others behind once they arrived in the bunker, but the chain of command exists for a reason. You helped the boys to board and then left them. I am disappointed.”
“But—”
“What’s done is done,” Zola interrupts. “We will talk later. For now, I have things to discuss with Ray which you do not need to hear. Take yourself next door, Carlo. To the greenhouse. I will join you once this man has finished apologizing for the problems he has brought to our door.”
As Carlo stands up, I can’t help but feel like the one piece of leverage I had has slipped away. I can only hope Driver is making progress, and that Carlo keeps his wits about him. After all, his pockets aren’t empty.
All I can do in the meantime is try to keep Zola talking and keep his finger off that button.
“Wait,” he calls. “Carlo…”
“Yes?” Carlo asks.
Zola stares at him very deliberately for several seconds.
When I follow his eyes, my heart sinks.
My heart sinks because I know what he’s looking at. It wasn’t obvious until now, but from this angle there is a small but noticeable bulge on the outside of Carlo’s upper thigh.
“Empty your pockets,” Zola demands, his tone much harsher than any he’s used with Carlo so far.
Carlo looks at me with a concerned expression on his face, which is the flat-out worst thing he could have done. If it wasn’t obvious that we were up to something before, it sure as hell must be now.
“Bring it to me,” Zola demands, tapping the table with his empty hand.
Carlo glumly walks back over, unzips his pocket, and places the small explosive device on the table.
Zola stares at it, breathing slowly, but never relaxes his grip on the detonator.
“Trust is like a balloon, Carlo,” he rasps, eventually looking up at him. “You can only pop it once.”
“He forced me,” Carlo yelps. “Nacho, I didn’t do anything. He forced me to lie and to—”
Zola silences him with a hard thump on the table.
Carlo has very much entered self-preservation mode, but I’m glad his frightened instinct was to shout “he forced me,” rather than “they forced me.”
“Sit,” Zola orders him. “No, not here. One of the tables nearer the door.”
When Carlo reaches a seat Zola decides is far enough away, but to my mind clearly still in earshot, he sits down.
“Don’t move, Ray,” Zola demands, very coldly even by his own standards.
But the next four words he booms into the air show a coldness I could never have imagined: “Defense… eliminate unauthorized personnel!”
As my head shoots around towards Carlo, the emergency hazard perception feature of my contact lenses kicks in for the first time.
A yellow warning symbol flashes twice in the center of my vision. I don’t know if my naked eyes would be able to see what I spot next, but my lenses certainly do:
Four directed laser-beams, one originating from each corner of the ceiling and all focusing on Carlo.
The lasers lock in, settling on his head.
The fact he stayed so still and hasn’t reacted directly to the moving beams, while looking naturally confused and terrified, tells me that he probably can’t see the lasers.
I only know because the lenses have kicked in and given me a brief warning.
Not that there’s anything I can do about it, and not that the warning makes witnessing this any easier.
In an instant, Carlo’s head jerks violently upwards and his lifeless body crumples to the floor.
He’s dead.
“Like a balloon,” Zola hisses.
I slowly force my gaze back around to face him.
“I cared about Carlo,” he goes on, making a show of waving the detonator in front of me. “So tell me, Ray… what do you think I’m going to do to you?”
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After his brutal demonstration of ruthlessness, Zola makes a show, once again, of holding the detonator in the air and slowly turning it in front of me.
He then pulls a metallic looking tab out of its rear side, almost like the plastic tabs I’ve pulled from countless battery-powered toys to activate them for Joe over the years.
When he shows me the front again, I see a red number 5.
Then a 4.
3…
Zola presses the button with a smile on his face, causing the number to fade away altogether.
“What we have now is an inverted trigger, Ray,” he gleefully tells me. “If I stop pressing this button, the bombs in New Zealand will blow the bunker to kingdom come. Your family made it inside after my little drone scare, incidentally. I could show you the footage of them leaving the plane, if you like.”
I stare at him, shaking with rage and fear and other feelings I can’t even put into words.
If it wasn’t bad enough having to watch Carlo die — feeling guilt for giving him the explosive and fear upon learning that the Canteen and maybe the rest of the station is laced with laser-based weaponry — I can now no longer even hope to knock the detonator to safety and restrain Zola before he can grab it again. Not without triggering it, thanks to Zola’s devious inversion of how it works.
“Using the only frequency that can get through my signal blocks, this device is directly linked to the explosives,” he goes on. “Nothing you or anyone else can do to my station will save them now. Let off as many of those explosives as you want. You can’t save your family by sacrificing yourself. Your runaway friends on the Vita can’t save them by taking me out. You’re playing by my rules now, Ray, and you’re going to do what I say.”
“What do you even want from me?” I spit out.
He purses his lips. “Good. A good question, for once. And the answer is simple: I need you to tell the Vita to return to Earth and stand down, decisively clearing a path for my rendezvous with the Balena. Holding their distance is no longer enough.”
“And then what?” I push. “You don’t have enough theocite to make it to Bayzen. Not even close.”
He shrugs. “I’ll worry about that. Well, the survivors on Earth will, too, since I’ll be revisiting Site B. But let’s focus on one thing at a time, shall we? You’re going to walk with me to the Control Center, and we’re going to call the Vita.”
“You expect me to believe you won’t blow up the bunker, anyway?” I say. “And even if you don’t, you’re saying you’ll go back for the theocite at Site B? What is it you think you’re bargaining here?”
He holds the detonator at arm’s length and releases his thumb from the button. The number 5 appears again.
4.
3.
“Okay,” I relent. “I’ll do it.”
He stops the countdown.
I feel sick. Even doing what he wants is going to give me no way out of this, in the short or long term, but all I can do is what we’ve been doing all along: whatever it takes to stay in the fight. What happens later only matters if we survive right now.
I follow Zola’s lead in standing up, then follow his order to walk ahead.
We reach the door.
I don’t even know if Driver is still in the Mantis or the Control Center, let alone whether she has succeeded or failed to get into the system. I also don’t know if she’s heard any of what’s happened in the Canteen, since Carlo’s death — gruesome as it was — was all but silent.
But as soon as we turn towards the Control Center and take our first few steps, another sound fills the air from behind me.
“Squawk! Nacho?”
I turn to look at Laika but see Zola’s face first. He looks confused, but not angry. His thumbs remains pressed on the button. “Gio, my boy,” he says. “You’re alive!”
“Gio miss Nacho.” Laika replies. He’s Gio to Zola, as I already knew. “Nacho okay?”
Zola gestures with his hand. “Go and wait outside Leeroy’s room for now, Gio. I have to take care of something.”
I look at Laika, counting on him like never before and hoping Driver put him up to this. He toddles off towards the Greenhouse, but stops as soon as Zola turns around.
“Why did you bring him back?” Zola asks.
Before I have to think of a reply, Laika cuts in with a much louder call than usual:
“Ray Ray, hand!”
He then flies towards me like a bullet, before tilting rapidly into Zola’s face at the last moment — just as the madman turns around to see.
“Gio!” Zola roars, flailing with one hand and then the other as the powerful macaw claws and pecks at his cheeks and eyes.
I grab for the detonator before it hits the ground, avoid the risk of it disastrously breaking, and then push my finger firmly onto the button.
It only got to 3, and the numbers disappears as I press down.
“Driver!” I yell. “I have it! Help me restrain him.”
I hear Laika squawk in discomfort as Zola gets hold of him.
With the detonator in my left hand, I swing a thumping right into Zola’s midsection. He doubles over, allowing Laika to fly to freedom.
“Are you okay, buddy?” I ask him.
He focuses only on Zola, staring for a moment before flying back at him for more. “Nacho kill Leeroy,” he squawks with a rage I’ve never heard.
I see Driver at the other end of the long corridor, emerging from the Control Center.
“Laika, go to Luna,” I tell him. “I mean it. Now!”
He stops understandably attacking Zola, obedience ranking higher than anger in his mind, and sets off for Driver.
I do, too.
Zola groans and pants behind me, before looking up with fire in his eyes and roaring into the air:
“Guard! Eliminate intruder, corridor two.”
Guard?
A loud alarm begins to blare, with a shrill voice repeating over it:
“Intruder detected, corridor two. Intruder detected, corridor two. Intruder detected…”
With help from my lenses, which flash up two warning signs, I see several laser tripwires appear in the hallway.
Halfway down the corridor, between Driver’s position and mine, I see a figure step out from the shadows.
“Get in the Control Center!” I yell to Driver. Laika has almost reached her. “Get out of the corridor!”
Powerful, unstoppable, and recklessly loaded with an autonomy chip that makes her the most dangerous robot ever created, I see Zola’s guard.
Her eyes lock on mine as she sprints towards me, showing a speed I can hardly believe and hurdling over the laser-beams like they’re not there.
Once my helper, now my hunter.
Bex.
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I turn away from the onrushing Bex — and she really is rushing — in a desperate bid to get out of the corridor.
I could be glad that her hand attachments are in place rather than the wrecking balls or the drills, but I don’t think it matters. If she catches me, I’m dead. The power in those arms and the strength in her grip would put a silverback gorilla to shame.
The ear-piercing alarm and voiceover continue to fill the air:
“Intruder detected, corridor two. Intruder detected, corridor two. Intruder detected…”
In front of me, at the end of the corridor, stands Zola.
With visible and well deserved cuts on his face from Laika’s attack, he stands with his arms outstretched in a bid to block me.
I wish I hadn’t sent Laika away just before Bex showed up.
The only thought left in my mind as I run is that if Bex kills me, the detonator will activate. Squeezing my left thumb tightly against the button, I hold my whole left arm tightly against my torso in preparation for a charge at Zola.
I need to hang on, no matter what.
My contact lenses keep me aware of the period laser-based tripwires, which I dodge as carefully as I can without slowing any more than I can afford to.
Just before Bex reaches me, I duck my head and tackle Zola, managing to knock him to the ground on the safe side of the corridor division.
The alarm changes tone, with the message changing, too:
“Seeking intruder. Seeking intruder. Seeking intruder…”
His fingers shoot straight for my eyes, fighting dirty, and I do all I can with one hand to knock them away. My other hand — the stronger left — is desperately holding onto the detonator and pressing the button.
I manage to strike a solid elbow into Zola’s chest, doing enough to push him back and free myself. Bex is standing still beyond him. I can still see the final laser-beam, running across the corridor at around six inches off the floor and marking the division of the area Bex was ordered to patrol.
Zola knows his own station and his own devious security traps well enough to have made sure he was on the right side when he made the order, and I’m more grateful than ever for my contact lenses. The optical enhancements Sasha and Lindell worked on before evacuating to their respective bunkers certainly are paying off.
I hear Driver yell the word “go,” but I don’t know what she means.
Go where?
Meanwhile, slowly but defiantly, Zola pushes himself off the ground. Just as he opens his mouth to call out what I assume will be a new order for Bex, Laika appears again and goes straight for his face.
Driver was talking to him, I realize. And what a welcome intervention it is.
Laika’s attack disorients Zola, causing him to stumble backwards into the path of his own laser-beam.
He screams in searing pain and falls to the ground.
A familiar alarm tone returns, along with its ominous message:
“Intruder detected, corridor two. Intruder detected, corridor two. Intruder detected…”
“Laika!” I shriek in desperation. “Come here, quick!”
The brave and loyal bird flies back to me just in time — just in time to miss the thunderous one-fisted blow Bex strikes directly to Zola’s black heart.
I wince at the sight.
One blow is all it takes.
Instantly, the alarm stops blaring.
The message changes, too, repeating three times before fading for good:
“Intruder eliminated. Intruder eliminated. Intruder eliminated.”
If there was ever ultimate proof that a bipedal robot with the potentially destructive power of a Robex-2 should never be fitted with an autonomy chip, it’s lying on the floor in front of me.
The irony is almost too strong for words to do it justice.
Zola installed the chip and gave the order, but Bex autonomously mistook him for the intruder he wanted to eliminate.
Hoist by his own petard and fallen upon his own sword, Ignacio Zola is dead.
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Just as quickly as the alarm stops blaring, the lasers disappear.
“We win, Ray Ray,” Laika squawks from the floor beside me. “We stop Nacho.”
I gulp.
We did stop Zola.
But for very sound reasons, we didn’t mean to kill him…





61

I watch carefully as Bex walks back down the corridor and returns to the lab she emerged from when Zola gave his ill-fated order.
He won’t be giving any more — that’s for sure — but I’d still feel more comfortable if we had a way of locking Bex in the lab.
We’re not going to be here for long, anyway, and that’s not our priority.
Nothing has happened since Zola died. There has been no further alarm or notice of a dead man’s switch being activated like we always feared.
In my left hand I’m holding the inverted trigger, which would trip the bombs in New Zealand if I let it go. But I’ve held on through a physical struggle with Zola and a desperate escape from Bex, so nothing will take it from me now. We do need to find something else to hold the button down, even if the solution ends up being as low-tech as a handful of tight rubber bands.
When Bex fully enters the lab that seems to be her new home base, Driver immediately sprints down the corridor towards us and wraps her arms around me. I meet her a little way past Zola’s body, so she doesn’t have to step over it.
“You did it,” she cries, wrapping her arms around my waist. And cries is the word. I feel her body give in to slow sobs of relief. “And you, little dude!” she adds to Laika. “When we needed you most, you came through.”
As soon as I explain about the detonator, Driver removes her hair tie and hands it to me. I wrap it around the device, stretching it tight, and cover the button.
This works, fully depressing it.
I keep my thumb in place, too, but this is a nice safeguard until we have something more permanent. “Thanks,” I tell her.
“Where’s Carlo?” she asks, belatedly noticing.
I shake my head.
She closes her eyes and sighs.
“What about the system?” I say, changing the subject to what we can still control. “Did you get on? Did you make contact with anyone?”
“I just reached Major on the Vita,” she confirms. “They’re still in contact with the other bunkers but no one can get anything from New Zealand. I tried to look for where I could stop the signal blockers but there wasn’t enough time. We can try now, unless you think the best thing is to get back as quickly as we can?”
“We’ll try,” I decide. “It might be easier without the stress you were under, especially if the Vita can help us. If we can’t find the controls or if we’re locked out, we’ll realize soon enough. But it’s worth trying to unblock the signals and warn them. If we can get everyone to evacuate the bunker, the big fear is gone.”
We set off for the Control Center, down the corridor that suddenly feels a whole lot shorter now that it’s not filled with laser-beam tripwires.
“This place is crazy,” Driver muses as we go. “I can’t imagine being here on my own.”
“Ray Ray no alone,” Laika chimes in. He’s on my shoulder now, moving one of his wings more than a little gingerly after Zola got hold of it, but not doing too badly considering what he’s been through.
“Yeah,” I laugh. “I had Laika and Bex on my side back then, just like I did today.”
Driver laughs, too.
But as soon as we enter the Control Room, the laughter stops.
The touchscreen I used so many times during my final days here, and which Driver just used to covertly communicate with our team on the Vita, displays a message and a countdown that could hardly be more alarming if it tried.
“Heartbeat lost. Override: 2:00. Remaining: 0:21.”
A fingerprint shape sits below the message.
From their start point of three minutes, the seconds tick down into the final 20 seconds.
I press my finger to the screen, but nothing happens.
Of course it doesn’t. It’s meant for Zola, to give him two minutes to override whatever is about to happen in the event of his heartbeat being undetected in error.
But there is no error here.
Zola is dead and the dead man’s switch we always feared seems innocent.
“Are you there?” a voice calls to us. It’s Clarence Major, our old leader from the Virginia bunker and now Commander of the Vita.
“Major, whatever happens, do not hit the station,” I plead. “New Zealand will be destroyed if the device in my hand stops transmitting. I’ll send it with Driver and blow this place up if I have to.”
“What’s going on, Ray?” Major asks, fear dripping through the words far more than anything else.
“Zola is dead,” I tell him, “but I don’t think he’s finished with us yet.”
The countdown hits zero.
We lose contact with the Vita as the screen changes once more, now filled by three words flashing red:
BEACON WEAPONIZATION: ACTIVATED.
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I stumble as the floor beneath us jerks suddenly. It feels like an earthquake and even if the screen wasn’t showing us more, I’d know we were moving.
Beacon Weaponization: Activated.
I know I’m not reading too much into the phrasing to think that Weaponization: Activated is a whole lot worse than if it said Weapons: Activated.
Weaponization means the station itself has become a spiteful weapon. And worse still, the newly appeared map beneath the words tells us where it’s heading: Site B in the North Atlantic… home to Earth’s richest deposit of theocite by an order of magnitude.
“It’ll destroy everything,” I breathlessly tell Driver. “We saw what he did to the Virginia bunker from here. That was a nuclear bunker-buster. We know he has those at the very least, but who knows what else? And there’s a lot of BioZol here, let alone in the tank he put in the ocean. Missiles will be targeting that and penetrating the theocite at the same time. Driver, this would be at least as bad as if we hadn’t destroyed the pipe. No one will survive this. Missiles could start firing at any moment, but the whole station is going down.”
“What the hell can we do?” she shrieks, panicked — understandably — in a way I’ve never seen or heard her.
I’m thinking. I’m not getting far, but I’m thinking.
“You said you could blow this place up, right?” Driver goes on. “Can you time it? Like, rig it to blow and then get in the Mantis before it does? I’ll get it ready to leave. You do the fuel, I’ll do the driving. Just like old times. Tell me you can do it, Ray… just like old times.”
Driver is borderline hyperventilating as she talks, tears soaking her face.
Still holding the detonator in my left, I put my right hand on her shoulder.
“The fuel…” I say. “Driver, that’s it! The extra theocite in the Mantis’s hold! You know where it is. Quickly. Go and get it, and all the timed explosives, too. Bring it to the door, then get the Mantis ready to leave, okay? I’ll get the BioZol from my lab. This isn’t going to be pretty, but it just might work…”
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“Okay,” Driver says, turning urgently. “I’ll bring it out.”
I gently grab her arm as she goes to leave. “Wait. They did show you how to manually launch in an emergency, didn’t they?”
“Not really, but we still have a preloaded destination set for New Zealand,” she replies. She’s not calmed by my last-ditch and high-risk idea, but she’s certainly focused by the fact that we at least have one to work on. “I’ll get the route all ready to go so it only takes one touch to activate once you’re back.”
I hand her the detonator. “Take this and make sure the button stays pressed,” I say. “And you’re leaving in… call it seven minutes, whether I’m there or not. Understood? I don’t want to hear that you won’t leave me behind, Driver. Not this time. Not when so many lives, including my family’s, depend on that detonator staying intact. It can’t be here when the station blows. It just can’t.”
“You can do this,” she replies. “But I hear you. Seven minutes.”
I’m glad she hasn’t made that harder than it had to be.
Without another word, she runs off.
“Go with Luna and sit in your cage, buddy,” I beg Laika. “Please. It’s not safe here. I’ll be right there. I promise.”
He hops down, obedient as ever, but struggles to fly far.
“Ray Ray, Laika no-kay,” he says. “Laika no fly.”
The poor guy’s wing is hurt after his fight with Zola.
“Come here,” I tell him, picking him up.
I’m going that way anyway, so I’ll carry him back and leave him at the open airlock leading to the Mantis.
First I spend ten or fifteen desperate seconds looking for more information from the screen, but I quickly see that it’s all totally locked on the map and the three-word message. I can’t do anything.
I hurry back with Laika, placing him inside our open doorway and pleased to see that Driver, like always, has delivered when it counts. The liquified theocite is here, in a thickly insulated metal container around the size of a large flower vase.
I tilt the container and can feel that it really is full, not just heavy. Driver did well to carry it here so quickly.
This is literally dozens of times more theocite than I’ve ever held in my hands before, even during my focused enrichment work right here on the Beacon. The damage it will do when it meets BioZol in an open-air explosion, even in this relatively stable state, is going to be unprecedented.
I grab the timed explosives from the briefcase Driver has left open, saving me a few more crucial seconds, and stick them in my pocket. That lets me carry everything else with both hands.
The amount I was playing with in my lab proved enough to move a metal sphere upwards in a carefully controlled manner, proving that my enrichment process was workable in reality as well as on paper.
The amount in my hand now is more than enough to blow the metal space station into a thousand pieces in anything but a controlled manner. The potential cascade from the weapons and bona fide warheads Zola has maniacally stocked up here hardly bears thinking about, but that cascade is either going to happen up here or it’s going to happen within Earth’s atmosphere.
The Beacon is either going to be explosively destroyed in space or it’s going to explosively destroy the planet below. I have to do everything in my power to make sure the former comes to pass.
The three-word motto I’ve leaned on a lot lately is more applicable now than ever:
Whatever it takes.
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I sprint towards my lab and open the outer door.
My biometrics still work, saving a few more seconds by negating the need for a controlled explosion. I leave the theocite on the floor so both my hands will be free to carry the BioZol out from inside.
Fortunately I have a lot more of that than I ever had theocite, since it’s so easily synthesized and since my work involved enriching fairly large quantities of it with tiny amounts of the naturally occurring but much rarer theocite.
Stepping into my lab and looking at the reaction chamber where all of this started is a mind trip to end all others.
I was so happy that day, in those few minutes between the successful conclusion of my experiment and the moment when I stepped out to share my good news only to find my friend Justin dead in the doorway, with everyone else lying in wait as I walked further.
A framed picture of Joe and Eva rests on my desk. It was all for them. Everything, always, it was all for them.
Coming here was supposed to set us up for life. My small share of the payments for the patented enrichment process would have changed everything. It would have allowed both of us to spend more time at home with Joe and the future children we’ve always planned to have.
I hurry to my storage area and grab two large jerrycans of BioZol. More determined than ever, I leave my lab for the last time and carry them back along the walkway.
With the three crucial components in front of me — BioZol, theocite, and a hoard of powerful explosives — I spend a few seconds thinking of the best way to do this.
The explosives will break through the insulated theocite container, no problem, and the same is true of the jerrycans.
And really, the quantities I’m dealing with mean that I don’t have to worry about maximizing the chances of every drop of theocite reacting with the BioZol. I know what a few drops can do, so I know this is going to be colossal.
I still want to do everything the smartest way I can, though, balanced against the time restraint I’m facing. With that in mind I move everything further into the center of the station, which only takes two very quick trips.
Once I’m in position, just outside the entrance to the Maintenance Bay, I place the container in between my two cans of BioZol, sandwiched tightly.
I attach the strongest two of my timed explosive devices to the theocite container, then one to the inward facing side of each BioZol can.
My setup would probably look like nothing to the untrained eye, but the force it produces is going to be incredible.
This amount of theocite must have been stored in a totally isolated environment at ZolaCore’s New Zealand compound. It’s not so volatile when it’s ultra-heated to a liquid state like this. That’s what makes my new enriched fuel stable as well as potent, after all, but at some point this sample wasn’t ultra-heated and thinking of so much being stored near so many people’s workplaces makes me uncomfortable even in retrospect.
These explosives work in 30-second increments. They need to blow after we’re gone, but really as soon as possible.
My current position is near enough the open airlock to hurry forward and call in to Driver without wasting almost any time.
“How long do you need to get us going?” I ask.
“It says three more minutes until the four security hooks are disconnected,” she yells back. “The route is ready for us, but it can’t leave until this is done.”
“So it’s going to leave as soon as that’s done?” I check. This is important. “You’ve initiated the take off?”
“Yeah. I have to confirm the destination is correct again once we’re free, but it’s all moving. Are you going to make it?”
“I have more than enough time,” I say.
Not much more than enough, but sufficient time to do something else important.
Something I can’t leave without at least trying to achieve…
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I’m not being reckless here. I have a few extra minutes that would otherwise be wasted, and that’s all I need.
I have enough time to grab two more of the explosives and hurry to Barnet’s lab, where I first found Laika.
It’s the closest lab to my starting position, which definitely helps me feel like I can pull this off in time. The fact Zola chose the Canteen for our showdown also means I can make a rapid stop there on my way.
Knowing I have no time for second-guessing myself, I run to the Canteen and pick up Carlo’s lifeless corpse. It’s not easy and it’s not pleasant, but there’s no one else to do it.
I carry him as quickly as possible to Barnet’s lab. Neither of the doors are fully closed, at either the station end or lab end of the walkway. That wasn’t something I’d even thought about in making my last-minute decision to run here. I have Bex to thank for the doors being open, since I know she’s the one who carried the bodies inside.
Like Zola said, this is the only offshoot lab besides mine which still has functioning seals. Thanks to his weird desire to have the Canteen to himself and pile the bodies up in here, they’re all in one place. And that still gives me one chance of saving them from what’s about to hit.
Maybe even more importantly, depending if they’re still alive, is that I might be able to save the animals in the tanks lining the walls.
The coati and all the others… if they’re still in suspended animation, they might still have a chance.
These fully insulated and isolated offshoot labs were designed with the walkways in place, to protect the rest of the station if any dangerous research went wrong. That’s why I was in one.
In some cases they’ve been used for secret or controversial research rather than the explicitly dangerous stuff, like the live suspended animation trials and gene manipulation work Barnet was conducting.
What counts for my purposes now is that any unexpected explosion in a sealed offshoot lab will lead to it separating from the main body of the station, with the long metal walkway reconfiguring into a shield to further protect the rest of the Beacon from ejecta.
If I set off a timed explosive in here, causing it to separate from the main body while the station is engaged in a powered descent towards Earth, this place could be saved from the much bigger explosions that will hit a few minutes later.
I have to try.
I pull my collar over my nose before I push through the second door, because the air is already troublingly “unfresh” — to put it very mildly — in the walkway.
I don’t go in too far, just enough to make sure I’m a little way clear of the door. I place Carlo down then place my explosive device on the desk and set it to to blow in 60 seconds.
It shouldn’t do any real damage in here at all, but it should trigger an automatic detachment. That’s dependent on any of the station’s safety systems still working now that it’s been weaponized, which is no guarantee. But when I have to hold off for the Mantis to be ready, anyway, it costs me nothing to try.
I sprint out of the lab, fully closing the heavy door behind me, then continue just as quickly down the walkway. I seal up the outer door, too.
If it works, the lab will have 24 hours of backup power. That will give the animals some chance, if the lab can be salvaged by the Vita or maybe even a post-surrender Balena, if I’m being extra optimistic.
All I know is that I’ve done what I can, and they now have certainly more than the zero percent chance they had before I tried.
There would be no time to extend the same respect to Zola’s body, even if I wanted to. It’s not that I don’t want to move him from the corridor, since respect for the dead doesn’t have to depend on their actions in life, but I can’t be sure there isn’t going to be some kind of explosive on his person. After all he’s done, I can’t take that risk when the dignity of the others is at stake.
Zola has made his bed, and he’s going down in it.
I hurry back towards my explosive setup, knowing a minute has passed but having no way of knowing if the lab has detached. I hardly have to cover any distance, and again take a quick moment to yell in to Driver: “How long?”
“Less than a minute,” she calls. “Then we can go. If you’re almost ready, I can wait. It hasn’t been the seven minutes you gave yourself.”
“I’ll be there,” I reply.
With focused urgency, I activate the explosive devices on one of my BioZol cans and set it for two and a half minutes. I then do the same with the two explosives on the theocite container before finishing with the second BioZol can.
I want to make absolutely sure the theocite is in contact with BioZol at the moment of explosion, which is why I’ve very slightly staggered them like this. If I had four hands I wouldn’t have staggered them at all, and I really do think the quantities involved will stop a small detail like this from mattering at all — let alone mattering much — but I owe it to everyone to be as thorough as I can.
I run through the airlock and call Driver to help me close it, cursing my nerve-damaged right hand and its weak grip once again.
“Seriously?” she calls.
“The station has to be sealed for this to work properly,” I reply.
She’s at my side within seconds, aiding me with one hand while she holds the detonator in the other with her thumb over the button. It still has her hair tie securely holding the button in its depressed position, which I’m glad to see.
I’m glad to see her inverse trigger discipline in action, too. Because on this more than anything, safe is better than sorry.
With the airlock closed, we then seal up the Mantis. Driver hands me the detonator before running straight back to the cockpit.
“Be ready!” she calls. “We won’t be theocite-boosted but it’s still going to be a jolt.”
I go through to the chamber which protected us from the worst potential effects of our far longer and physically taxing recent journeys.
That’s where I find Laika — as expected — in his cage.
I knew he would have followed this order.
“I’ll hold you if you want, buddy,” I tell him, crouching down.
He comes straight out. “Laika safe?” he asks.
“You sure are,” I tell him, dearly hoping I’m right.
And since the chamber isn’t sealed for this trip, it makes no difference where we are. I walk through towards the cockpit and take a seat next to Driver.
“Seconds now,” Driver says without looking up from the instrumentation. “It’s just detaching the final seal around the passageway.”
I look out to one side and see something in the distance, growing smaller and smaller. Barnet’s lab… it detached!
Although I don’t distract Driver with this right now, I feel a small sense of relief. It’s not going to count for much if the Beacon and the ridiculous arsenal it’s probably holding destroys the world, but the fact that my first timed explosion has gone to plan gives me hope for the far more important explosions to follow.
“Here we go, little dude,” Driver says, this time warning Laika specifically.
I hold him tighter, mindful of the wing he hurt in his fearless and timely intervention when it counted most. He nuzzles his head into my chest.
“We’ve fully detached!” I say, noticing the jolt.
The sentence is barely out of my mouth when the Mantis’s power kicks in and the real jolt comes.
Driver pats my knee twice. “Told you to be ready!” she grins.
With our course pre-set for New Zealand, we head away from the still-falling Beacon as it careens towards the North Atlantic like some kind of nuclear-armed comet.
“How long did you set the explosives for?” Driver asks.
She touches some buttons on the dashboard, which I trust she understands, and pulls up a variety of visual feeds from cameras I didn’t even realize the Mantis had.
“Two and a half minutes,” I say. “And that was probably, what would you say, two and a quarter minutes ago?”
Driver taps the feed showing the Beacon, which is no longer directly visible from our position in the cockpit. Her tap makes it fill the screen, replacing the previous view of multiple smaller feeds.
And then it happens.
My eyes close in defensive reaction to the strength of the massive blast which emanates from the pressured artificial atmosphere of the Beacon.
For two months, I called it home.
In two seconds, it’s completely destroyed.
“You actually did it,” Driver says, shaking her head in overwhelmed relief that looks like it’s bordering on disbelief.
I know the feeling.
“Ray Ray stop Nacho?” Laika asks. “Full stop Nacho?”
I smile and chuckle at that, feeling the tension finally escape my lungs. We’re not done yet — not until the ZolaCore compound in New Zealand is safely evacuated. But with the detonator in my hand and the Beacon in pieces, I’d call this a good day’s work so far.
“Full stop, buddy,” I say, gently rubbing the back of his head with my thumb. “But not me… we did it.”
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Our return flight to Earth doesn’t take long.
The station was closer than when I left in the Escape Pod, for one thing, but the Mantis is also a hell of a lot faster.
It’s still long enough for a serious amount of tension to rise within me. As the adrenaline of our victorious close call fades, the void is filled by a growing uncertainty of what we’re going to find on the ground.
As the moments pass, this uncertainty starts to feel more like dread.
The compound in New Zealand has been offline since we were on the Moon. It’s been out of reach even from the other bunkers and the Vita.
If Zola proved himself to be one thing in the past few days it was surely devious, and I wouldn’t put it past him to have already caused more damage than he was letting on.
The absence of the massive station-hurtling-towards-Earth problem leaves room for new concerns. I truly can’t wait for them to be gone. But while they’re here, I’m thinking that while the inversely triggered detonator I’m still holding for dear life could have been a bluff all along if there were no bombs planted in New Zealand at all, it could just as easily have been redundant if the damage was already done.
We’re completely out of contact with anyone in here, as has been the case in the Mantis since Zola remotely disabled its communications system. That means that unless our escape was visibly witnessed, there’s a good chance everyone who just saw the Beacon light up the sky in a colossal explosion will think we’re dead.
In their shoes, I know I would.
And just like I told myself on the station first time around when all of this started, the fact that I’m alive, despite what everyone else might assume, still feels like as good a reason as any to have faith that my loved ones on the surface — or below it — are fine, too.
“We’re almost there,” Driver says, once again showing her growing ability to gauge my mood.
And she’s right. Before much longer, we pass into Earth’s atmosphere.
Despite our tremendous speed, it’s all a lot smoother than last time I came down. That makes a lot of sense, since I’m now in a descent-worthy craft rather than a repurposed Escape Pod.
“This is incredible,” Driver says, staring down at Earth.
I consciously realize only now that it’s her first time.
She pulls her eyes away briefly to turn to me with a smile on her face. “Do you think we’ll ever use the theocite to go to Bayzen? Or at least use the Vita as a bigger station or something? Because I could get used to this. These views, this perspective. It makes everything feel so… different. It makes so many old worries feel so small.”
I know exactly what she means. In my first days on the station, looking down at Earth would bring chills to my spine. It wasn’t that I came to take it for granted, but my work became so hectic and deadline-driven that I barely had a chance to notice where I was.
Now, meanwhile, like in my only other descent today, I have too many big worries to really appreciate what I’m seeing.
“Once I’m down, I’m down for good,” I tell her. “No more space for this guy.”
Driver nods understandingly. “I get that. I guess I just don’t have as much keeping me here. If I was you, I’d be going nowhere, either.”
But for now, together, we are going somewhere.
As the hopeful green landscape of New Zealand comes into clear view, I find myself praying that they’re okay.
The Mantis continues its automatic descent, which feels more and more like a regular aircraft approach as our altitude drops.
“The plane,” Driver says, spotting it first. This orients us to the broader location and enables us to look out for the compound. Although the entrance is concealed by the grassy hill it’s built into, the parking lot is visible.
We’re low and we’re close, and there are no signs of any massive damage. No signs of any damage at all.
There’s no one outside, but that’s unsurprising since we know Zola scared the daylights out of Eva and the others in the plane with his attack drone.
The fact that all communications are offline in the area is also bound to have frightened everyone into sheltering. Right now they’re probably feeling glad to have the bunker, with no idea that it’s very likely filled to bursting point with pre-planted bombs that pose one last enormous threat to their safety.
The people inside, Joe and Eva included, won’t even know we’ve destroyed the station. They’ll have no idea how our mission went.
The Mantis brings us down incredibly gently in the very spot it took off from. It's a marvel by any measure, and I’m more than grateful for its role in our own version of the Operation Starshot it was made for.
We didn’t quite reach for the stars, but we certainly defied the odds.





67

Before we disembark from the Mantis, I see someone running out from the compound’s main entrance.
As he comes closer, I see that it’s Phil — the guy whose knowledge of the lunar drilling rig first alerted us to the massive and imminent danger it posed.
Driver gets out first and meets him with a warm handshake that he quickly turns into a hug. She’s uncharacteristically okay with this, softened by the massive relief we’re all feeling and by the direct help Phil gave us.
“Are you on watch duty out here?” she asks.
“Yeah,” he replies. “So what do you guys know? How did it go? Why is everything offline?”
I step out all the way out with Laika in my arms. He’s not in his cage, but he’s going nowhere. I know that by now and I’ll never doubt him again.
“We stopped the drill and Zola is dead,” I answer. “But hey, Phil… can you run in and get Clive to come out? Whoever else is in charge, too. The team leaders from before. And my family came in from the plane, right?”
He nods. “Sure did. Another family of five and an older guy, too. Conlan. A drone went for the bloody plane, same time we lost comms. Want me to send them out, too? Tell them you’re here?”
“Yeah,” I say.
“No worries. But what do you need Clive for, anyway? And what’s that in your hand there?”
I grasp the detonator tightly. “It would be great if you could just go and get them,” I say.
Eventually, the message gets through.
“Fair enough,” Phil says, raising his palms and turning around.
Driver takes a huge breath of air and smiles like a kid in a candy store. “So fresh…” she beams.
I tell her the Beacon’s air used to taste and smell a whole lot better than it did today, and that brings me to the belated revelation that I managed to detach Barnet’s lab.
“That’s awesome,” she replies. “But we need to tell someone about those animals while they can do something. From the Vita, I guess? We can fly out of here and it shouldn’t take long until we pass the range of whatever signal blockers Zola activated down here. We can call for help for everyone here, too. Get some flights in from Australia, wherever else, anywhere that can get here fast. Where do you want to go? The next nearest bunker? Colorado?”
“Colorado if you can do it,” I say. “Closer to home, and Joe is used to it. Then I guess everyone sets about rebuilding, huh? What the ERF was made for.”
It’s early morning, close to 48 hours since we left here for the Moon. When I think of it like that, it sounds insane. The Mantis really is something else.
As we’re talking, I unconsciously find my feet drifting towards the car.
“Colorado it is,” Driver says, looking thoughtfully up to the sky. “But what do you really think is going to happen to those kids on the Balena? I know we had to tell Carlo they would be okay.”
I blow air from my lips. It’s a tough one to answer.
“You think the commanders will surrender?” she asks.
After a few seconds of thought, I nod. And I mean it, too. “It’s like a totalitarian dictatorship,” I say, thinking as I speak. “When there’s a founding figurehead as dominant as Zola was, it’s usually over. And they have nothing. No leader, no route to the new world. I’ll make sure Major and the others on the Vita know they have those kids on board. If you’re asking what happens to the kids after that, I don’t know. Rehabilitated to the real world? I honestly can’t say. The full truth of that whole thing will come out. I mean, the Valerio Institute is literally right there, intact. All I know is the kids will be better off than they would have been with Zola. I can tell you that much, Driver. We’ve helped them.”
“Dad!” a voice calls from the entrance.
I hand Laika to Driver, which draws no complaints from either of them. I give her the detonator, too, before running to greet Joe. As soon as we meet, I grab him by the waist and swing him in the air.
“Woah,” he giggles. “Someone said you went to the Moon! Are you trying to throw me there, too?”
As I lift him up and hold him tight, I see Eva coming close behind. Lorien’s family are there, too, along with Clive and a few of the others. Sasha is perhaps smiling widest of all.
There’s no mass exodus yet, though. Phil has done well.
I take a minute to greet Eva and apologize for putting her through all the worries of not only the past few days but the past few months.
“I’m never leaving again,” I vow, “and that’s a promise.”
Something is burning a hole in my pocket, now more than ever, but when I’ve had to wait this long I figure I should wait until the less comfortable news is out of the way.
“Zola is dead,” I tell everyone. I don’t use any euphemism here for Joe’s sake, because if someone has told him I’ve been to the Moon — which wouldn’t be Eva — he’s definitely heard about what Zola has been putting us through.
Understandably, this brings cheers.
“We stopped the lunar drill and we destroyed the lunar station before it could cause any more problems. All of that is over.”
More cheers.
“But…”
At this, the expressions mellow.
I hold the detonator out towards Clive, the recognized leader among the compound’s staff.
“We wrestled this from Zola. He was using it as leverage. He told us that this entire compound, and especially the bunker, is rigged with powerful explosives that will detonate if this button is released. It might be a bluff, but that’s not a chance we can afford to take. He’s also engaged signal blocking technology on the ground, somewhere around here, that’s operational over a pretty wide area.”
Clive takes the detonator and holds it carefully.
“We have two planes,” I go on. “From the jet, we can call the other bunkers — the ERF public bunkers — and ask for assistance to evacuate this facility. I don’t know what you want to do until then.”
Clive eyes the detonator. “I think we have to tell everyone, mate,” he says. “There’s nowhere else to go yet, but if they wanna come outside instead of taking their chances in there, we’ve gotta give them the option.”
“That would be my vote,” I agree.
“And we’ll maybe have to draw lots or something for the order of evacuation flights,” Clive says, thinking out loud. “Except for you guys, mate. You bloody earned it. And the quicker you get outta here, the quicker you can call for help, right?”
With the detonator in his left hand, Clive holds out his right for me to shake.
I do.
“Thanks for everything, mate,” he says. “But this ain’t your worry anymore. You’ve done more than anyone could ever ask. And you… Driver! Bloody hell. Putting us all to shame with those balls of steel.”
She laughs heartily at that, taking it in the intended spirit.
“We can leave the light aircraft behind,” I interject again. “It has a radio that could reach other bunkers. Do you guys need the cars, too?”
Clive shakes his head. “Thanks, but we’ve got plenty of cars in the underground store, mate. Planes, too. Appreciate it, though.”
Both of the armored vehicles we brought from Colorado are here in the parking lot, meaning everyone can squeeze in for one double trip.
As the team leaders say their goodbyes, some are much more visibly concerned than others.
Handing over the inversely triggered detonator and leaving to call for meaningful logistical help really is the best we can do for them, though, so I can’t feel guilty for going. None of them are expressing anything but heartfelt thanks, in any case, with understandable fear being their only negative emotion.
“Everyone who wants to come out will come out,” Clive says, reassuring me just before we set off that he’ll give them that option.
“Help will be here soon,” I promise. “Just keep everyone as calm as they can be in the meantime. They’ve made it through the darkest night.”
With one last pat on my shoulder, Clive waves us off.
Conlan then comes over and embraces me in a bear hug before getting behind the wheel of the other car to drive Lorien’s family back.
“Wait until you hear how Laika helped us,” Driver tells her, trailing that cliffhanger for the upcoming flight.
She then hands him to me and hurries back into the Mantis to grab his travel cage.
Sasha, carrying her usual large backpack, walks to my side and dumps it in the trunk.
“The lenses came in damn handy on the station,” I tell her. “You’ll hear all about it.”
“Yeah? Can’t wait,” she smiles.
She gets into the car just as Driver gets ready to settle behind the wheel, after the two briefly catch up and similarly promise to fill each other in on everything that’s happened since they parted once we’re cruising and have help on the way for Clive and the others.
“Slower this time,” I tell Driver before she closes her door. “It’s not just us. Especially with Eva.”
She nods in understanding, no arguments.
I’m the last one to get into our car, now holding Laika in his cage, and Harvey is last to get into the other. He hangs back after Lorien and the kids get in.
“I have to tell you man, it got pretty hairy,” he gulps. “A drone kept coming out to the plane, shooting up all around us. We lost all comms before the first time it came. I had to make a decision… stay or go. When it left the third time, I called it. I drove us here. Thought it was safer. I’m sorry, man. I didn’t know any of this stuff about the bombs.”
“You did good,” I assure him. “Seriously, thanks. You stepped up.”
He forces a smile, still looking like he feels bad about it. That’ll fade — I know it will. The news about the bunker is a shock to everyone and will probably make for a difficult few hours as Clive delivers it to the masses, but I trust him and his fellow team leaders to do it tactfully.
We’ll meanwhile be on the way to call for help. We’ll be on the way home, too, or at least to Colorado.
Real home, in Salt Lake City, might be too much to hope for. Certainly for now, anyway, but I have faith in the ERF to rebuild.
I have faith in President Williams, who never wanted to leave Earth, and I have faith in the human spirit.
From the bunkers and the ashes, we will rise again.
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Our plane is in one piece and unscathed, despite the widespread scarring on the road around it where Zola fiendishly sprayed drone ammunition to frighten everyone towards the supposed safety of the nearby compound.
It must have been harrowing for them, not least Eva. She looks almost as vibrant as ever, though, which is remarkable for someone who’s been through so much.
Conlan hands Driver the key to engage the plane from outside, and she quickly calls the stairway down for us to board.
As soon as we’re all in, Joe asks if Laika can come out of his cage to play with the puzzle again.
I break the news that Laika is exhausted as well as slightly injured, which brings Lorien rushing kindly to his side. She checks over his wing and assures me that there’s no real damage.
“Just take it easy for a while, okay?” she advises him.
“Laika miss Lorien,” he replies, still pronouncing it Lor-yen in a way that makes her smile every time.
She grins extra wide this time. “Missed you, too, little guy.”
The kids are also slightly disappointed that they have to strap into their seats rather than lounge on the luxuriously padded futons I helped them lay out a few nights ago.
Once Driver and Conlan complete their checks, we take off smoothly en route to Colorado.
After somewhere between five and ten minutes, Sasha is first to deliver the good news, even before the pilots:
“Comms are live!” she beams, staring at her computer.
“And here,” Driver calls from the cockpit.
Sasha issues an urgent call for logistical support to evacuate the New Zealand compound, explaining everything as clearly and succinctly as only she could. Once that’s in the capable hands of the ERF’s various Senior Coordinators, it’s not long before we’re looking at a live video feed from the Vita.
Clarence Major is there, along with President Williams, Isaac, Lindell and Shaun. Isaac speaks first. He’s positively beaming with joy as he tells me that his wife — little Beth’s mom — has been located in one of the other bunkers after missing her evacuation flight to Virginia.
I couldn’t be any happier for him.
The others are eager to hear everything, and once again Sasha does a lot of the talking until it comes to things she doesn’t know yet.
I tell Major what I know about the Balena. I also take my chance to ask about the prospects for salvaging the offshoot lab containing the animals and bodies. It’s a fully sealed and pressured offshoot, designed to hold out on its own. The sticking point is the 24-hour backup power supply, after which the animals will have no chance.
Major promises he’ll get on it as a priority, and says he thinks it’s doable.
The Vita itself will land in a day or two, he says, once the Balena question has been settled.
Williams steps in here to be the one dishing out a promise, insisting Zola’s former underlings will be given every chance to surrender and that the safety of all civilians on board will be front and center of the decision-making process.
Like the granular details of what happens in New Zealand, this is out of my hands now. But just like with Clive in New Zealand, I’m glad to have Williams on top of things on the Vita.
Even Major, for all that we didn’t see eye to eye on in Virginia, is a steady hand.
Once the call is over and Sasha gets back to assisting in the logistics of evacuating the compound we just left, I get to my feet.
Ostensibly to stretch my legs, I have something else up my sleeve — or in my pocket, to be more precise.
“I told you I had something to give you when I got back,” I say to Eva, standing straight in front of her seat.
Driver, hearing this opening line, tells Conlan to fill in while she very unsubtly ducks out of the cockpit to watch.
“It’s been to the Beacon,” I go on. “Twice, actually. It’s been in two underground bunkers, and almost three if you count the entrance to New Zealand’s. Let’s see… it’s been to the bottom of the ocean, and it’s even been to the Moon. So all thing considered, I can’t think of anywhere better to give it to you than at 30,000 feet.”
Finally, after all the false starts when I’ve planned to do this only for something big to get in the way, I pull the ring from my pocket.
Down on one knee, I finally pop the question:
“Eva… will you marry me?”
“Of course I will,” she beams, kissing me softly as I lean in. “I love you, Ray Barclay… to the Moon and back.”
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It’s been a crazy three days.
Okay, not quite as crazy as the three that came before.
Or the three before that…
But still, they’ve been crazier than any three I’d ever known before I got in Ignacio Zola’s way.
Our reception at the Colorado bunker was even more rousing than when Driver and I came back from our undersea exploits at Site B.
I think there are two reasons for that. First of all, this time everyone knew exactly what we’d just done. But more importantly, this time they also knew they were all truly safe.
Not safe for now… safe.
There’s no longer an existential threat hanging over our heads, like there always would have been as long as Zola was still breathing. It’s done.
We have a long way to go until life on Earth is anywhere close to normal again, but the road starts now.
One heartening and unexpected development has been the rollout of the ERF’s above-ground shelter program. This is of huge benefit to the numerous survivors that managed to hold out on the surface. We don’t know exactly how many there are yet, but the mood of our search parties is rising with each area they scour.
Parts of North America were among the worst hit areas of the world following the initial detonations at Site A. But even here, updated estimates place the survivor count orders of magnitude higher than we thought at first.
Humans are among the hardiest and most resourceful creatures on Earth, with the combination of those two traits setting us apart. The drone-captured sights of pockets of survivors in some of the unlikeliest of places is testament to that.
The ERF’s above-ground activities have already seen dozens of large prefabricated structures constructed around the world. These were stored in bunkers during the evacuation and sheltering period. They weren’t built to withstand any major incidents, like the bunkers were, but rather to house survivors in the aftermath.
The structures are, quite simply, enormous.
More and more are going up every day, and seemingly even by the hour. Few of the constraints involved in underground living are present, making the new structures desirable even for those who are still safe inside bunkers.
I think it’s only fair that priority for spaces in the structures goes to people who have survived on their own, without the luxury of an invitation to a bunker. So far, that’s how it’s playing out.
Our many ERF bunkers are proving to be as well stocked as I always hoped. The presence of so many skilled professionals — chosen for their usefulness in exactly this kind of rebuilding scenario — is likewise making a huge difference.
Some big challenges lie ahead, to be sure. They range from restoring the electrical grid to handling the political issues, such as which cities should be prioritized first for full cleanup and restoration projects.
Compared to what humanity has already survived, though, some of this feels like small beans.
My interest in political machinations begins and ends with my gratitude that we at least have a reasonably unifying figurehead in President Williams.
I want to escape the limelight at the first chance I get and revert to the most normal family life I can have. But if it will help the recovery to keep moving smoothly, I’d certainly be happy to publicly endorse Williams and the ERF’s leadership.
In orbit, meanwhile, two high-priority missions have been successfully completed.
The most recent was wrapped up just last night, when a team from the Vita boarded ZolaCore’s colossal Balena to seize control.
An unconditional surrender had already been negotiated. Post-Zola, the Balena’s commanders had no desire to sacrifice themselves for nothing in a mutually destructive exchange of fire. My old nemesis Steele had no bargaining power to negotiate anything. The irony could hardly be sweeter.
Video communications have confirmed that the man who so viciously killed the Australian pilot, identifiable by a uniquely positioned mole, is among the Balena’s crew. He’s oblivious to that and what’s coming — a swift arrest once the craft is back on Earth.
Many details are being kept under wraps, even from us, as investigations into the bizarre Valerio Institute begin.
One good thing I have been told is that the boys and young men who boarded the Balena had not yet been placed in suspended animation. Another is that even while they’re still aboard the craft, they’re now in the care of an expert team of medical and psychological professionals.
Our other space-based mission was highly time-sensitive. With one aim, it involved salvaging the offshoot lab I successfully detached from the Beacon before blowing the main station to kingdom come.
Clarence Major proved as good as his word, ordering the Vita’s control team to do what had to be done. Ensuring a safe rendezvous ended up being a lot more complicated than expected, apparently, but not overly dangerous.
Either way, Major’s team succeeded and I’m grateful for that.
The animals in the suspended animation tanks have been checked over by the Vita’s veterinary and zoological experts, including my friend — and Laika’s — Vicki. Broadly speaking, the news is good.
The headline is that they’re all still alive, which is a result beyond my greatest hopes.
Barnet’s research data from the station is now being thoroughly analyzed. A full understanding of his work will enable our experts to decide upon the best next steps for safely reawakening the animals. There’s no unanimous agreement on the path forward just yet. It shouldn’t take long, though, as Vicki has told me the disagreements are on small details that will be ironed out soon.
The bodies of my fallen colleagues, meanwhile, will very soon be on Earth to be respectfully laid to rest. Lorien was very emotional to hear that the body of her sister Lily — my former Deputy Commander on the Beacon — is finally coming home.
We’re now only a matter of minutes away from the Vita touching down, right here in Colorado. I’m here to greet them, an hour’s drive from the bunker in the nearest spot the truly gargantuan craft could safely land.
On the subject of rest, I feel that the comfort of the Colorado bunker’s beds has been grossly understated. My perspective might be warped after so many consecutive high-octane days have ended without a horizontal sleep, but I certainly have nothing to complain about.
Joe and his friends have been happily sleeping on their thick futons, reliving their sleepover fun from the plane. They’re still in the bunker now, along with Eva who opted to stay and rest.
I’m out here with Driver, gazing up from the edge of the buffer zone. A few others have come along to witness the landing.
Laika, for his part, wasn’t able to join us. He’s getting better by the day under Lorien’s affectionate care, but his wing isn’t back to normal yet.
Lorien has reassured us that it isn’t seriously injured and certainly not broken, but she vetoed the prospect of him coming along. Laika is taking longer to recover this time than he did after our landing in the Escape Pod. That’s because it was a different kind of injury, caused by a rough tussle with Zola rather than a singular impact.
Word of Laika’s role in the takedown has spread like wildfire since we got back. He’s a local celebrity, for sure, and doesn’t seem to mind the attention at all.
For now, our attention is on the sky and the enormous spacecraft that will soon descend.
Most of the Vita’s 8,000-strong population will remain on board after touchdown, with nowhere better to go. My friends among them tell me they never want to leave, such is the comfort level.
Driver is champing at the bit to see for herself, but I wasn’t kidding when I said my days in space are over. So much so, I don’t even want to set foot in a grounded spaceship.
We don’t have to wait much longer for the Vita to arrive. Even across the understandably large distance we have to leave between ourselves and the landing site, the arrival is like nothing I’ve ever seen.
Truly, Hollywood couldn’t do it better.
In the ten minutes between the landing and the doors opening, we’re allowed to walk closer.
“Allowed” is a misnomer, since we were really only ever advised to stay back, but no one wanted to push their luck too much.
In any event, Driver and I are there when the doors open and the ramp descends.
It feels like forever ago that I saw this thing in the Virginia bunker’s hangar. It’s even more imposing out here, contrasted against the brilliant Colorado sky and mountains. The epic scale of these landscapes really do it justice.
To my surprise, President Williams is first to appear.
The small crowd who have made it out greet him with applause. He waves and steps out.
Clarence Major is right behind him, and I think there’s a lot of meaning in that. Major once went out of his way to impose himself as the man in Virginia, but his main job is done and he’s about to step on U.S. soil — Williams’ turf.
Major succeeded in his role by any metric, keeping every one of his bunker’s evacuees alive — even when he had to take them to space. I don’t like everything he did along the way, solely for how it impacted my ability to reunite with my family, but there’s no need for grudges now.
He sees us and smiles warmly. It’s probably the first time any derivation of the word warm has felt appropriate to describe anything about Major, but times have changed. The crushing pressure of Zola’s threats has faded.
As several of our other friends appear on the ramp, most coming outside only for a short while aside from the obvious exceptions like Williams, Major walks straight for us.
He’s smiling with every step.
“You know, Ray,” he begins. “If we’d waited for your family in Virginia, you would have all been in the Vita. No one would have gone to New Zealand. No one would have learned about the drill. No one would have stepped in. I’m just saying, if credit is being dished out, my decision played its part.”
I narrow my eyes, unsure how to react until he erupts into laughter.
“No,” he goes on, before the laughter fades and he looks more serious. Or maybe serious isn’t the word. He’s sincere. “The whole world knows where the credit lies. You’ve both done us all proud. And Driver, whatever kind of flight or operations role you want at the ERF going forward, you have my recommendation. I don’t think you’ll need it, after what you’ve pulled off, but for what it’s worth: it’s yours.”
“I’ll hold you to that,” Driver says, shaking his hand.
Over Major’s shoulder, I see Isaac and Shaun running towards us with Lindell and Vicki almost keeping pace. President Williams nods when I catch his eye near the ramp, during an ongoing talk he’s having with some young well-wishers.
Major can throw the credit at our feet, but Driver and I both know we didn’t do it alone. There was Isaac’s robot, Lindell’s lenses, Shaun’s endless operational support and Vicki’s illuminating early work with Laika.
We couldn’t have done it without any of them, and that’s without even considering our equally important support teams in Colorado and New Zealand.
One man threatened the world, and the world fought back.
Together, we won.
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“I’m here today in Salt Lake City with none other than Ray Barclay,” the TV reporter begins. “Thank you for your time, Ray. We know it’s rare for you to give interviews. But one year to the day since those incredible events on the Beacon, our viewers are delighted for this chance to hear from you.”
“It’s my pleasure,” I reply.
To say it’s rare for me to give interviews, especially on TV, is a huge understatement.
This is my very first one since the satellite service relaunched three months ago, right after we were able to move back home.
“A lot has changed in your life since then,” the reporter continues. “There’s been the baby, the wedding, the return home. And a lot has changed in the world, too. What do you make of the pace of recovery we’ve seen?”
“I think everyone has pulled together to do the best they can. It’s been difficult, but we’ve come a long way. A year ago we were living underground and the surface was dark. Today, people around the world are watching this interview live from their living rooms. Not everyone and not everywhere, of course. Not yet. The ERF’s work continues. But we’re in this together and we’re doing okay. From where we were, we’re doing better than okay.”
The interviewer smiles enthusiastically. “And from where we were, I’d like to touch briefly on where we’re going, Ray. What’s your view on the recent decisions to repurpose the ERF Vita as an orbital research city and to rest our goals of distant exploration on the requisitioned ERF Balena?”
“They’re good decisions,” I nod. “The Balena was built from the ground up to travel the galaxy. The Vita was designed to safely house people in orbit. Both of these highly specialized vessels are perfectly suited for the roles the ERF has opted to give them.”
“And are you in favor of carefully managed theocite excavation, as a means of fueling the Balena if the widely rumored ‘Project Bayzen’ ever becomes reality?”
“Carefully is a big word,” I reply.
“So you do—”
“It’s really not my place to fuel any media speculation,” I interrupt. “Pardon the pun.”
“Our thanks again to Ray Barclay,” the reporter says, turning to his cameraman.
When the camera cuts, he looks at me once more.
“It’s a real honor, sir,” he says, profusely shaking my hand. “But hey, between us… is it happening? Project Bayzen?”
I upturn my palms and get ready to head back inside. “I don’t work at the ERF. Anyway, thanks again for coming out. Enjoy the rest of the day.”
When I step in, I see the others on the couch. They’ve been watching me on TV, not 20 feet from where the interview was shot.
Once you’ve been without broadcast communication for so long, I guess it takes a while for the novelty to wear off. I know there are a lot of things I’ll never take for granted again.
“You did great,” Eva says, gently rocking little Scarlett in her arms.
“Yeah,” Joe agrees. “And it was so cool to see you on the TV!”
“Ray Ray look more small on TV,” Laika offers. From an already impressive starting point, his speech has come a long way since things settled down.
Every animal researcher on the planet wants five minutes with Laika, but Vicki and Lorien have been the only two he’s ever taken to and are the only two we’ve let near him in recent months. I think he likes them because they treat him like someone they care about and want to help reach his full potential, rather than someone who can make them famous with one proven breakthrough or another.
There could have been some questions regarding legal ownership of Laika when the ERF gained control of all former ZolaCore assets, but fortunately I have quite a lot of credit in the bank. They signed Laika over to me without an argument.
I never think of myself as his owner, though. Laika is part of the family and a macaw’s average lifespan means he’s likely to be in this house for a lot longer than either of the kids.
“Are you saying Ray looks bigger in real life, little dude?” Driver calls over from the table. “Maybe that he should save some of this cake for the rest of us?”
She’s joined us for the big day, which the ERF has really pushed as a major event. It’s good for solidarity, which is important when we’re only a short way down the long road back to full normality.
Some people are calling it VZ day, but on the first anniversary it’s hard to tell what name will stick.
“Cake cake cake cake cake,” Laika squawks, flying over and perching beside it.
His manners are as good as his speech now, though, and he knows not to touch it until I serve his small slice of the specially ordered rocket-shaped and parrot-safe cake — Vicki and Lorien approved.
We enjoy a low-key afternoon and evening watching the coverage of events around the world, including a piece from the safely disarmed compound in New Zealand which now serves as the ERF’s Southern Hemisphere HQ.
When night falls, we watch the main televised fireworks show from Virginia — another featured site — and then step outside to take in our local area’s follow-up show.
It’s a nice way to mark the occasion, and when Joe is asleep Eva mentions to Driver that it would be nice if we could do this every year as a way of ensuring we never drift too far apart.
The two get along very well together. Driver and I obviously have a bond few people could ever understand, after all we’ve been through, but even in recent months we have been falling into a pattern of increasingly infrequent contact.
She’s been busy with work, mainly split between New Zealand and Colorado, where the Balena and Vita are respectively parked for now.
“I might not be able to do this every year,” Driver says. As she says it, she hands me an envelope.
I open it and unfold the printed page inside. Eva looks over my shoulder as I skim the short letter.
One line jumps out:
“I am delighted to officially offer you, Luna Reyes, a position as trainee flight supervisor on the ERF Balena.”
“Congratulations,” Eva beams, hugging Driver tightly.
I read it again. “Trainee supervisor?” I ask.
“They’re going to train me to be a flight supervisor,” Driver explains. “For the mission.”
My eyebrows rise halfway up my forehead. “You mean… the mission?”
Driver’s smile only grows wider. “It’s a few years out, best case, but it’s moving. I’m going to Bayzen, Ray.”
It’s my turn to hug her now, with so much pride it’s almost bursting out of me.
“Do you think you could mix us up some fuel for the ride?” she asks, chuckling as she says it.
I laugh back. “I’m out of that game. Too dangerous for my blood.”
“But we were so good at splitting duties. Remember what I always said… you do the fuel, I’ll do the driving? What are we going to split now… you take Earth, I’ll take space?”
“Deal,” I grin. “I’ll take Earth, you take space.”
Because while there is a lot of work to do on Earth, there are new frontiers to discover.
And if Driver is involved, I know Project Bayzen will be in good hands.
On Earth and far, far beyond, the future is looking up.





AUTHORS NOTES
Thank you for reading Operation Starshot!
I’m delighted to say that Ray Barclay’s story continues in The Anomaly, which kicks off an all-new trilogy adventure with even more action and sci-fi intrigue than the story you’ve just read.
You can order now on Amazon by clicking here.
If you enjoyed the book and could spare a few moments to leave a review on Amazon, that would be very helpful. Reviews are a great way for readers to find books that might interest them and every kind word really does help. Thanks!
    
The Anomaly
I guess saving the world once wasn't enough…
First it was the auroras, lighting up Europe every night.
Then came the weird clouds over Africa.
The tidal shifts... the failing crops... the crazy changes to animal migration...
And I think all of this is just the start.
I don't buy the official line that these are natural occurrences.
Not anymore. Not since a whistleblower hid a coded message in my invitation for an upcoming commemoration ceremony on The Vita.
Now I know the truth — that Earth is in serious danger from the side-effects of their reckless research.
Since the moment I found out, I’ve known what I have to do.
Three years ago, I went into space and almost died saving the world from a madman’s evil plan.
When I made it home, I swore I'd never leave my family behind again.
But to make sure we'll still have a planet to call home in another three years, I have to go back.
And this time, they're coming with me...
    
Click here to buy The Anomaly
    
To make sure you don’t miss any of the most important updates on future books, simply sign up to my email newsletter by clicking here.
To reach me directly, discuss anything related to my books, keep up to date with what’s coming next and even have a chance to read it early, you can also join my Facebook fan group — Craig A. Falconer’s Sci-Fi Tavern — by clicking here. It’s an awesome group of friendly readers and it’d be great if you could join us!
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