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      “Kris? Kris, now’s not the time,” Sandee said. “You’ve gotta get out of there.”

      Kris Standard, currently aboard an alien spaceship behind a sealed airlock door and running out of oxygen way faster than she should be, had just decided to take a nap. And there wasn’t anything Sandee could do about it, other than shout about how much of a bad idea that was.

      Meanwhile, everyone else was spinning out of control in their own special way. Davina, at the stick in the shuttle, was trying to get it into position for Josip—in the shuttle’s airlock—to spacewalk his way over to Alan, who was free-floating and unconscious after getting knocked around in the violent closure of the alien ship’s airlock door.

      According to the string of curse words Josip kept rattling off on his dedicated line, Davina wasn’t piloting the shuttle particularly well at the moment. This made sense, as Dav was busy asking Sandee for an update on Kris every few seconds.

      Paul, meanwhile, was in the hub, prepping to receive Alan. He kept asking Sandee if she knew any more than he did about Alan’s condition, like that was something she’d know from just looking at Alan on the viewscreen.

      Then there was Monterrey, which kept trying to break in for an update on everyone, but probably especially Kris, because Kris’s suit alarms were lighting up her whole biofeed screen.

      Sandee couldn’t do much of anything about all of that either.

      “Kris, can you hear me?” Sandee asked. “Kris, I really need you to talk to me.”

      “How can I help?” Susie the Support Bot asked.

      “I don’t think you can, Susie, but thanks,” Sandee said.

      “Of course!”

      “Kris?” Sandee asked again. “Need you to wake up, girl.”

      There was no answer.

      Focus on what you can control, Sandee thought, taking a deep breath. If Kris was taking a nap, she was taking a nap, and that was all there was to it. Sandee pushed a repetitive ping to Kris’s suit, took a couple more calming breaths, and concentrated on untangling everything else that was going wrong.

      She opened a line to Paul.

      “Jo’s two meters from Alan now, Paul,” she said. “Everything looks smooth. I’ll make sure you’re patched into the airlock over there as soon as they’re back inside.”

      “But how does he look?” Paul asked.

      “Like an unconscious dude in a spacesuit. Not much more to tell.”

      “Roger that, how’s Kris?”

      Sandee disconnected rather than answer.

      Outside, the shuttle had caught up with Alan. Sandee switched to the shuttle’s external feed and watched as Josip pushed out of the airlock and—after some tense seconds—caught Alan, while managing not to get bisected by the spinning tether cord still attached to Alan’s belt.

      “I have him,” Josip said, hitting reverse on the winch in the airlock to reel the two of them in. This would take a while, because momentum was not their friend.

      Knowing Davina would be free, Sandee toggled to Dav’s private line.

      “Hey, Dav,” she said. “So, about Kris.”

      “Is she okay??”

      “I don’t know how to answer that,” Sandee admitted. “Like, yeah, her vitals show she’s still alive, but she’s not awake and what I’m seeing is she only has about ninety minutes of air.”

      “She should have much more than that,” Davina said.

      “I know. But look, I’m thinking mine’s not the best voice to wake her up. Maybe if she hears you…”

      “Patch me through.”

      “Can you handle the shuttle and talk to her? I’m saying…”

      “Jo can take over as soon as Alan is secure. Patch me through.”

      “All right, here you go. Hey, ah, I’m gonna record you two, okay? Just, well if it’s the last…”

      “It’s fine,” Davina said. “Set it up.”

      It took a minute to arrange the communication lines appropriately—Dav’s private channel had to go back to the hub, then out to Kris’s private channel, without interfering with the channel Sandee had going with Kris already, and without going to a line Monterrey could listen in on. They didn’t need potentially the whole world eavesdropping on their last conversation together, and Sandee no longer trusted anyone from mission control to behave with anything like tact or decency.

      Speaking of, once she’d set that up, it was time to update Monterrey. Sandee unmuted the direct from the surface.

      “Hey, Mo, it’s Sandee,” she said. “How you guys doing down there?”

      “We need updates,” Morris said. “Make the data we’re looking at down here make sense.”

      “Sure thing, but I think you better switch us to a private line first. Not sure the whole control room wants to hear what I have to say.”

      “Go on.”

      “You don’t want me to elaborate, Mo. Not on an open call. Take me to your office or this conversation’s gonna get messy.”

      There was a long pause, and then, “Roger that,” he said. “Give me two minutes.”
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      As a child of the internet, Morris Esteban had developed a set of rules he would later call the Bullshit Toolbox, as a means to navigate the various “truths” that routinely popped up online. Most of the rules were pretty obvious, and still mostly worked, such as:

      
        	don’t believe outrageous claims without verifying first;

        	the photo you’re looking at has probably been manipulated, and;

        	she’s just a bot.

      

      Some were too specific, and/or had become dated, like:

      
        	don’t let a stranger drive you somewhere, or;

        	stop answering texts from Janey Kittle.

      

      One particular Bullshit Toolbox rule had been on his mind a lot of late. It was a rule that should absolutely still stand up, and yet he was increasingly concerned that it would not.

      The rule was, that there’s an inverse proportion to the number of people who would have to be involved in a conspiracy for it to succeed and the likelihood of it being real. Basically, if a conspiracy can work with only five people knowing, then sure, it’s possible. But, it’s not much of a conspiracy either. For it to be a proper conspiracy, it’d need the tacit involvement of dozens-to-hundreds of people, and that was way too many.

      But that was before Mo ended up on the inside of one such conspiracy, wherein a division of the Ellis PR team invented an alien encounter scenario that absolutely did not happen. The fact that the lie seemed to have stuck had Mo wondering if he’d been naïve—that his rule had never been true—or if it was only true in a time before a single conglomerate had control over more than half the world’s media consumables.

      Unless he was writing off the rule prematurely. Because the reason Morris considered a true conspiracy unlikely was that the more people who knew the lie, the more opportunities there were for that lie to be exposed, and the first opportunity for that exposure surfaced only a week later.
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        * * *

      

      When Max told Morris about the plan, Mo nearly quit on the spot.

      “In two days, we’re going to announce that Sunset Station has made positive contact with the aliens,” Max told him. “And, importantly, that they will only speak to us.”

      This was a conversation between Mo and Max only. The other members of the team (a total of thirty-seven people in mission control had to be in on it, if it was to work) would be told next, but Max had to break it to Morris first, because he’d need Morris’s help to get everyone else on board.

      “Why would we do that?” Mo asked. “Unless I missed something, it’s not true.”

      “I’m buying us alone time with the EAS. That’s all.”

      “By lying.”

      “It’s a premature truth,” Max said. “I have all the confidence in the world that the Sunset Station team, supported by Monterrey mission control, can turn first contact into a reality.”

      “Nobody is going to believe it,” Morris said, which—he would admit to himself later—was an awfully weak rejoinder. He was too busy in the moment being stunned that he was hearing this at all.

      “Enough will to believe it to buy us the time we need,” Max said. “Once we’ve made contact, we’ll retrofit what the aliens actually have to say with whatever anodyne kumbaya the writers said they said. It’ll work out, I promise.”

      “I’m sorry, I think I’m losing my mind right now. I’m a scientist, Max. So are all the people in that control room. So is everyone in orbit. Verifiably true things are very much life-and-death matters for us, especially with a team in space. If you think anyone here is willing and able to stand up in front of the world and say…”

      “No, no, no,” Max interrupted. “You don’t have to do anything like that. The EAS PR team is handling everything. All I need is for nobody here to counterprogram the message. We’ll be passing out updated NDAs today, with a new bonus structure we figure will help.”

      “You can’t… Max. You can’t force something to be true that isn’t.”

      Max laughed. “Again: it’s not untrue; it’s prematurely true. And of course I can.”

      Morris agreed to go along with the plan, but he also drafted a letter of resignation and put it in a desktop folder called “things I hope to never have a use for.” Like everything else in that folder—such as a medical DNR and a list of his logon passwords for his next-of-kin—he hoped to never have to use it.
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        * * *

      

      Who called bullshit was a real surprise. Mo expected someone in the media to get the story, and was deeply concerned about being the one responsible for confirming the facts of the lie. He’d gotten in the habit of letting every call go to his voicemail—even ones ostensibly from people he knew—and hadn’t left the Monterrey campus for any reason, (although he would have needed dispensation to do so) to reduce the odds of a chance encounter with someone who Just Had A Couple of Questions. On campus, he avoided people who worked for Ellis Aero but who weren’t in on the conspiracy.

      He thought he was covered.

      Then Sandee—one of the six most information-starved people on or off the planet—pulled him into a private conversation, told him she knew what they’d been doing, and dared Morris to tell her something different.

      Which he did not do, because there was obviously no point, as she was also one of the six people on or off the planet who knew without a doubt that Sunset Station wasn’t talking to any aliens.

      And that wasn’t even the worst part of what Sandee had to tell him.

      “What do you mean, they’re all dead?” he asked Sandee. It was at her suggestion that he’d switched their conversation to a private line in his office. This was a consideration she absolutely did not have to give, but more than anyone else in space at the moment, Sandee was a savvy political animal. Rather than call out the lie to a roomful of people—and risk being heard by someone unaware that the Sunset Station team had not, in fact, been trading recipes with the aliens for the past week—she preemptively compartmentalized. Good instinct, and also? Maybe Max’s lie was going to survive a little longer.

      “I mean,” she said, “that according to Kris there are six aliens on that ship, and all of ‘em are dead, so you better tell Max to retrofit that bogus friendly neighborhood space alien shit he’s pitching.”

      “Uh, okay. Okay. How is Kris? The readings we’re getting on her aren’t great.”

      “I know,” Sandee said. “I’m looking at the same thing. I think she passed out from gravity sickness. She’s also about to run out of oxygen, and we have no way to get in there to help, in anything less than the time it’ll take for her to run out. She’s pretty much on her own for now. Maybe I should’ve led with that.”

      “I’m going to hand you back to the control room,” Morris said. “Give them a full breakdown, please. Everything except the part about the dead aliens. Maybe together we can figure out how to get to Kris before it’s too late.”

      “Roger that. Hey, she’s pulled off the impossible once before, yeah?”

      “Sure. Let’s just hope she didn’t use up all her luck.”

      Morris passed Sandee off to Adrian, in the control room. Then he opened his bottom drawer, took out a gifted bottle of scotch (he hated scotch) and took a swig. Then he pulled the resignation letter out of its folder, dropped it into an email, and hit send. Then he picked up the phone and called Max.
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      Max was busy, staring angrily at a printed report that wasn’t telling him what he wanted it to tell him.

      The existence of the report in paper form was, itself, an unusual thing. About the only time any Ellis group produced a hard copy of any kind was when it had to be distributed outside of Ellis: a media handout, say, or a quarterly stock report.

      This was an internal report, but the subject was a hack they couldn’t definitively source, and Max didn’t want it living on a networked device, because he didn’t know which systems had been compromised. This meant no emailing, or texting, or forwarding it as an attachment in a live Eyenet meeting, or any of the other electronic storage-and-distribution options that all would have otherwise made more sense than paper.

      The report’s data was gathered and collated on a non-networked laptop, and then exactly one copy was printed on a non-networked printer—this was a hard enough challenge that they nearly gave up and used a manual typewriter instead—after which that one copy was delivered, in person, to Max.

      Nina Lambo was the author of the report, and her conclusion, after twenty-seven pages of dense text, was that she still didn’t know the answer to the question the report had been produced to answer.

      The question, which should not have been that difficult, was: who unlocked the file containing the Aliens Are Talking to Us Now press release of a week ago, and replaced some of the text with several rows of the word, “DANGER”?

      Internally, only a handful of people knew about the draft press release at all, and after an exhaustive, down-to-the-keystroke review, each member of that handful was eliminated. (Max was one of them, because he insisted. Given he worked with approximately twenty-seven networked devices on any given week, his review took the longest.) Therefore, unless someone in the company knew something they shouldn’t have known—and the security surrounding the release was tighter than the Pentagon’s nuclear access codes—this was not a case of internal sabotage; it had to be an external hack.

      But hacks leave traces behind. Some node, somewhere, had to have been compromised at a high enough security point to allow the hacker access to the EAS PR servers. There was a non-trivial amount of noise regarding the first part, because people tried to hack Ellis systems on the regular, albeit without getting far. But below that noise, there just wasn’t any evidence of a penetration.

      So, it wasn’t internal sabotage and it wasn’t an external hack. It was a third thing.

      Nina had no idea what that third thing might be, but thought the nature of the alteration to the press release might yield clues.

      “Consider,” she wrote, “all the mischief someone capable of doing this could have committed. That they chose to do what they did instead clearly means something.”

      She then wrote another three paragraphs that could be summarized as, “but I don’t know what.”

      Max tossed the report onto his desk and rubbed his eyes. This was going to bother him. A lot.

      Then the phone rang, and everything changed all over again.
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        * * *

      

      “Can you repeat that?” Max said.

      “Which part?” Mo asked. “The part where Sunset Station knows we’ve been lying to the world, or the part where I quit?”

      “They’re all dead?”

      “The aliens are, yes.”

      “So it’s been, what? On autopilot?”

      “That’s our best guess,” Mo said.

      “All right, well I don’t care if Sunset Station knows what we’ve been saying,” Max said. “That was bound to happen eventually. As long as they’re up there and we’re down here, we can control the messaging. We don’t actually need them to be involved at all.”

      “You want to cut the team off from the planet entirely?”

      “We can if we have to. No, the problem is, we need a new story now.”

      “Max, the problem is, we made up the whole story,” Mo said. “You have to come clean, or this will just get worse.”

      “You can’t quit, Mo.”

      “I can’t stick around for what comes next either. I can’t lie for you, and I will not lie to the crew in orbit.”

      “I’m not asking you to,” Max said.

      “Yeah, but you will,” Mo said. “It’s what’s next. I don’t know what that lie will be, but it won’t matter because whatever it is, they won’t believe it, and that’s the problem. The crew’s lives can depend on them believing what we say, and you’ve just introduced doubt into the conversation.”

      “Mo…”

      “I’m a scientist, Max. So are all the people in that control room. So is everyone in orbit. Verifiably true things are very much life-and-death matters for us, especially with a team in space. I won’t be a party any longer.”

      Max sighed. This was the problem with working with scientists; they thought empiricism governed everything, and not just certain corners of the shared reality.

      “I don’t accept your resignation,” Max said. “Hand over your duties to Roman and take a few days off, and we’ll have this conversation again when you’re calmer.”

      “I’m perfectly calm, I…”

      “Thanks for the update, Morris. Enjoy the break.”

      Max hung up. There were six dead aliens and a soon-to-be-dead mission commander to spin, and not a lot of time to figure out how to get it right. Mo would have to come to his senses on his own time.

      Max sat back down at his desk and woke up the computer screen. He was at home, in an office he found himself using a lot more often these days. Ever since the alien ship’s arrival, Max had been treated, in public, more like a head of state than a captain of industry. The crush of attention—which was always alarmingly high for a tech celebrity—more than doubled, and most of that attention was of the bad kind. For example, every publicized appearance he made was greeted by a large group of protestors. They never seemed to be protesting the same thing—even within the same protest group—and most of what they were accusing him of had nothing to do with anything he’d said or done. Also, every day brought a new, credible assassination threat. Unlike an actual head of state, Max didn’t have a taxpayer-funded military force guarding his backside, so he had to rely on some very expensive private contractors instead.
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