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The exosuit smelled like someone had stored industrial lubricant in it for the better part of a decade, which, as it turned out, someone almost certainly had, a fact that Zuillda had noted in item three of his pre-deployment checklist along with sixteen other items he had flagged as requiring attention, correction, or at minimum acknowledgment before he was expected to climb inside the thing and allow it to seal around him like a very expensive and aggressively unpleasant second skin. None of the seventeen items had been addressed. Not one. The lubricant smell had, if anything, intensified once the suit pressurized, suggesting that heat was interacting with whatever residual compound had been left in the lining in ways that Zuillda's atmospheric sensors could quantify but that his dignity preferred not to.

He stood in the deployment bay of the Meridian Threshold and looked at himself in the reflective access panel beside the airlock, and the thing that looked back at him was not, by any reasonable definition of the word, a person in a suit. It was approximately three point eight meters tall. It had four primary limb assemblies arranged in a configuration that suggested the designer had been working from a description of a living creature rather than any direct observation of one, and two secondary manipulator appendages that extended from the thoracic housing at angles that communicated, very clearly, that no joint in any known biology had ever moved that way by choice.

The head unit — and Zuillda applied the term with the generosity of a man who had run out of more accurate ones — was a blunt ovoid sensor cluster that sat atop the main chassis with the architectural confidence of something that had been placed there last, after everything else was already done, by someone who had only just remembered that sensor clusters needed somewhere to go. The overall silhouette, when Zuillda shifted his weight experimentally to test the hip actuators, produced a sound that fell somewhere between a hydraulic system expressing profound mechanical doubt and a large animal making the particular noise animals make when something has gone very wrong for them personally.

"Suit systems," said Voss, from the comm channel with the focused professional energy of someone reading the ingredients off a food container, "are reading nominal across all primary functions, so you're clear for deployment on schedule and there's nothing in the telemetry that should give you any reason for concern."

"I would like to discuss," Zuillda said, still looking at the reflective panel with the expression of a man whose face the suit could not display but whose tone carried the full weight of it, "the baseline against which you are measuring nominal, because I have several questions about what that word means in this specific context and whether the people who designed this suit's calibration profile were working from the same definition."

"The baseline is that it's on, the life support is functioning within acceptable parameters, the shield array is showing green across the board, and you're not dead, which in the broader spectrum of possible suit conditions is actually a pretty solid position to be in when you're forty minutes from a planetary drop," Voss said, in the tone of someone who felt this was a reasonable and complete answer to the question that had been asked.

"Voss, that is the minimum possible threshold for a suit being considered operational, and I want it noted that describing the minimum possible threshold as nominal is a linguistic choice that concerns me on a number of levels, not least of which is that it suggests the people responsible for my equipment have defined their success criteria at the precise point where the equipment has not yet killed me, which is a standard I personally would like to see set somewhat higher," Zuillda said, turning slightly so he could see the suit's profile from a different angle, which did not improve matters.

The exosuit was, according to its specification documents, a Class-4 Biological Mimicry Unit, purpose-built to render the wearer visually consistent with the dominant life forms of whatever planetary environment they were being deployed into, which was a reasonable and genuinely useful piece of technology when the dominant life forms in question were something a mimicry unit could actually mimic. According to MEC-Catalogue 7-Theta-9's official survey classification, the dominant life forms of the target planet were non-motile colonial cellular clusters with no observable complex behavioral repertoire, which meant the suit had been calibrated for a planet where the most sophisticated organism present was unlikely to look at it and form anything resembling an opinion.

What Zuillda was looking at in the panel, and what any organism above the threshold of basic photosensitivity would look at and immediately form an opinion about, was not something that suggested colonial microorganism. It suggested, quite forcefully, something that colonial microorganisms would be correct to flee from if they had the locomotive capacity to do so, which according to the survey they did not, which was the only mercy available in the entire situation.

"Drex," Zuillda said, addressing the primary comm channel with the careful diction of a man constructing a sentence that needed to carry a significant amount of weight without collapsing under it, "I need you to tell me, in your own words and with whatever level of detail you feel is appropriate, what the reasoning was behind assigning a Class-4 Mimicry Unit to a planetary assessment where the survey classification indicates there is nothing on the surface capable of perceiving visual mimicry as a relevant adaptive strategy."

Drex, who was the Threshold's operations lead and who had, in the two weeks since Zuillda had come aboard, demonstrated a consistent and apparently effortless ability to treat every professional concern Zuillda raised as a form of entertainment specifically produced for his benefit, took a moment before responding that carried the particular quality of someone settling more comfortably into their seat.

"The way I understand the equipment allocation process, and I want to be upfront that I'm not an equipment allocation specialist and you should weight my answer accordingly, is that when a planetary drop gets scheduled, the deployment coordinator pulls from whatever inventory is available at the time the order gets filed, and what was available when your drop got filed was the Class-4 unit you're currently standing in, and the thinking, as best I can reconstruct it, was probably that a mimicry unit on a sub-sentient biological classification planet is essentially irrelevant anyway since there's nothing there to fool, so it didn't much matter what kind of unit went down as long as it had the right atmospheric tolerances and shield ratings, which yours does," Drex said, and then added, after a brief pause that had the texture of someone deciding whether to include the next part, "also I think the Class-2 units were all out for maintenance."

"The Class-2 units were out for maintenance," Zuillda repeated.

"That's my understanding, yes."

"So the reasoning was that since there is theoretically nothing on this planet capable of observing me, it doesn't matter what I look like when I'm down there, and therefore any available suit regardless of its visual profile was considered an acceptable deployment option," Zuillda said, articulating the logic precisely and completely so that its full shape was visible to everyone on the channel.

"That is a pretty accurate summary of how I understand the decision, yes," Drex said.

"And nobody considered the possibility that the survey might be wrong," Zuillda said.

There was a pause that had a different quality to it than the pauses that had come before it, a slightly more careful quality, the quality of a pause that was aware it was being listened to.

"The survey," said Callib, the Threshold's mission coordinator, entering the conversation with the measured tread of a man who had learned to treat every sentence as a potential liability, "has been on file with MEC regional operations for forty-one years and has formed the legal and operational basis for the entire 7-Theta-9 acquisition chain, and while I understand that you may have questions about specific methodological elements of the original documentation, the classification itself has been reviewed and confirmed at the regional operations level and represents MEC's official position on the planetary biological profile, which is the position that this deployment has been planned and authorized against."

"Callib, that is a very thorough explanation of why the survey exists and what it has been used for, and I appreciate the detail, but I notice it doesn't actually address the question of whether anyone considered the possibility that it might be wrong," Zuillda said.

"Surveys filed with MEC regional operations are considered accurate until formally contested through the standard review process," Callib said, with the serenity of a man who had located his footing on solid procedural ground and intended to remain there.

"I would like to begin that process," Zuillda said.

"The formal contest review process requires a minimum of ninety days from initial filing and cannot be initiated retroactively against an active deployment authorization," Callib said, and there was in his voice the faintest ghost of something that was not quite satisfaction but was adjacent to it, the tone of a man who had known this question was coming and had prepared the answer in advance.

"So what you're telling me," Zuillda said, turning back to look at the reflective panel and the thing in it that looked like something a planetary ecosystem would generate antibodies against, "is that I am going into that planet in this suit, against a survey I have professional reservations about, on a timeline that does not allow for the review process that would resolve those reservations, and that all of this is entirely consistent with MEC operational procedure."

"That is correct," said Callib.

"I want that in writing," Zuillda said.

"I'll send you the relevant procedure codes," Callib said.

"I want it in writing from a person, Callib, not a procedure code. I want a sentence, authored by a human being with a name attached to it, that says Zuillda was deployed under these specific conditions and MEC considers those conditions to have been appropriate and within standard operating parameters."

The silence that followed this request was long enough and had enough texture to it that Zuillda could distinguish at least three different people on the channel choosing not to speak, which was itself a form of answer.

This assignment had arrived in Zuillda's life in the specific way that assignments arrive when the universe has decided that a person's recent run of adequate luck has gone on long enough and requires balancing. He had been at Junction Station 14 on a twelve-day layover between standard assessment rotations, occupying a station-side berth that smelled only marginally better than the suit currently smelled, when MEC's regional coordinator had sent him a deployment offer structured with the grammatical form of a choice and the practical substance of a fait accompli.

The Meridian Threshold was three weeks out from a Class-7 minerals assessment on a catalogued acquisition target and had lost its field assessor to a medical evacuation. The previous assessor, a man named Preck whose professional judgment Zuillda was already retrospectively revising upward to levels approaching admiration, had been removed from the ship at Junction Station 14 with what the briefing notes described as a bilateral joint inflammation issue of sufficient severity to require specialist facility care, which Zuillda had initially read as a straightforward medical situation and was now reconsidering in light of everything he had subsequently learned about the assignment, because bilateral joint inflammation was also, he reflected, a reasonable physical response to being shown the exosuit and told to get in it.

The offer had come with a Class-7 performance bonus attached, which was the kind of bonus MEC reserved for assignments they knew were going to require compensation specifically for the act of agreeing to them, and which should have functioned as a clear and unambiguous signal that the assignment in question was the sort of thing sensible people declined. Zuillda had taken it because the alternative was three more days at Junction Station 14, which had all the warmth and charm of a municipal processing facility that had decided aesthetics were an unnecessary expense, and because the bonus was genuinely substantial, and because he had not yet seen the suit.

He had now seen the suit, and he was filing the memory of how attractive the bonus had seemed at the time under lessons that had been expensive to learn.

"Six minutes to deployment window," Voss said, with the cheerful efficiency of someone who had no personal stake in what happened during the deployment window.

"I need to register," Zuillda said, pulling up the survey documentation on his internal display and scrolling through it with the focused attention of a professional who was already preparing the vocabulary for what he was looking at, "a formal pre-deployment concern notation regarding the original biological assessment for MEC-Catalogue 7-Theta-9, specifically regarding the methodology used to establish the sub-sentient classification that forms the basis for the current operational parameters, because I have reviewed the survey document in its entirety and I have questions about the data that I believe are material to this deployment."

"You can file a concern notation through the standard post-mission documentation process," Callib said immediately, with the reflexive smoothness of a man who had spent his career redirecting concerns into processes where they could be managed at a safe distance from the present moment.

"My concern is pre-mission in nature, Callib, which I would think is evident from the fact that I'm raising it before the mission rather than after it, and the reason I'm raising it before the mission is that post-mission documentation has a certain limitation in that it requires there to be a post-mission, which I would like to improve the odds of by addressing my concerns now while I still have the option of not getting into a drop pod," Zuillda said, and then without waiting for Callib to redirect him again he continued, "the biological survey section of the 7-Theta-9 documentation is three paragraphs long, cites a single orbital observation event as its primary and apparently sole data source, contains four atmospheric sampling data points for an entire planetary atmosphere, and was produced by a contractor survey team whose methodology section describes their approach as a rapid classification pass, which is a phrase I have not previously encountered in any survey documentation I have reviewed in fourteen years of field assessment work and which I would very much like someone to explain to me."

There was a quality to the silence that followed this that was different from the careful silences that had come before it. This one had more people in it, all of them apparently deciding simultaneously that speaking first was not in their interest.

"Voss," Zuillda said, since Voss was the least likely to have a procedural objection to answering a direct question, "when you pulled the survey methodology data earlier, did the documentation specify what velocity the orbital observation pass was conducted at?"

"It did, yes," Voss said, in the tone of someone confirming a fact they would have preferred not to be the one confirming.

"And that velocity was warp six," Zuillda said.

"That is what the documentation indicates," Voss agreed.

"So the entire biological classification for this planet, the classification that determined what kind of life forms I should expect to encounter, what kind of suit was considered appropriate for this deployment, and what the operational parameters for this entire mission are based on, was established by a team that flew past the planet at warp six, pointed their sensors at it for however long a warp six transit of a planetary body takes, and wrote three paragraphs about what they thought they saw," Zuillda said, assembling the picture piece by piece and presenting it to the channel fully assembled so nobody could claim they hadn't seen it.

"When you phrase it like that," Drex said, with the tone of a man genuinely engaging with the framing rather than dismissing it, "it does sound like maybe the survey process had some room for improvement, but I want to offer a counterpoint, which is that whoever did it clearly felt strongly enough about their methodology to put their name on the documentation and file it with MEC regional, and MEC regional accepted it and built an acquisition case around it and that acquisition case has been standing for forty-one years without anyone contesting it, which suggests that either the survey was good enough for the purposes it was used for, or that nobody looked at it closely enough to notice it wasn't, and either way here we are and you're going in the suit."

"That counterpoint," Zuillda said, "contains within it at least two scenarios that I find significantly more alarming than the original concern it was offered to address."

"Four minutes," said Voss.

Zuillda looked at the suit in the panel. The suit looked back at him with its blunt sensor cluster in the way that things look back when they have no capacity for self-awareness and therefore no appreciation of how bad they look. It made the hydraulic noise again, unprompted, as if registering its own pre-deployment complaint, which was the first time since coming aboard the Threshold that Zuillda had felt any kinship with a piece of equipment.

"I am going to complete this deployment," Zuillda said, moving toward the drop pod access with the measured stride of a professional who had accepted the situation without agreeing that the situation was acceptable, "and I am going to conduct a thorough and complete assessment of MEC-Catalogue 7-Theta-9 to the full standard required by my contract and by Galactic Survey Protocol, and I am going to document everything I find with complete accuracy and in full compliance with all applicable reporting requirements, and when I am done I am going to file the most comprehensive and meticulously sourced pre-deployment concern notation in the history of MEC's regional operations division, and I want everyone on this channel to know that I consider that notation to be a living document that I will be adding to throughout the course of this deployment."

"We'll look forward to reading it," Drex said.

"I'm serious, Drex."

"I know you are, which is honestly what makes it so good," Drex said, and there was the muffled sound of Voss laughing in the background before the channel adjusted its gain.

The drop pod sealed around Zuillda with a series of mechanical confirmations that his suit's systems logged as nominal, by the standard that Voss had earlier established for that word, and the deployment sequence initiated, and the Meridian Threshold released him into the atmosphere of MEC-Catalogue 7-Theta-9 with the casual efficiency of a ship that had done this many times before and had no particular emotional investment in the outcome of this specific instance of it.

The descent was unremarkable from a technical standpoint. The atmospheric entry data was consistent with a standard Class-M profile, nitrogen-oxygen mix with a slightly elevated carbon dioxide ratio that his suit flagged for notation, standard pressure gradient, nothing that contradicted a habitable world in any concerning way. Zuillda catalogued it all with the automatic professional thoroughness of a man who had been doing this long enough that the data collection ran independently of whatever else he was thinking about, and what he was thinking about was the survey, and what the survey had said, and what was presently coming into resolution through the pod's forward imaging array.

He had been expecting, on the basis of the survey, to land in the middle of a biologically quiet landscape of simple organisms and uncomplicated geology, the kind of planetary surface that asked nothing of you and offered nothing back, the professional equivalent of an empty room that needed measuring. What the forward imaging array was showing him, with a resolution that increased in clarity and specificity the closer he got to the surface, was not that.

It was a forest, which was fine. Forests were within the expected parameters of a Class-M world regardless of biological complexity. The forest was not the problem. The forest ended at a defined boundary, and the defined boundary was defined by something that the imaging array's terrain analysis software, which had been calibrated for natural geological features, was having a mild processing difficulty with because it was not a geological feature. It was straight. It was very deliberately straight, in the way that things are straight when something with intentionality and the capacity to execute on it has decided that straight is what they want.

It was a road.

"Threshold," Zuillda said, in a voice that was entirely level and professional and gave nothing away, "I am completing my descent approach on 7-Theta-9 and I am observing, through the forward imaging array, what my terrain analysis software is currently categorizing as an anomalous linear surface feature of approximately four point two meters width, exhibiting a consistent compacted mineral substrate profile and a regularity of form that does not appear consistent with natural geological processes, and I would like to formally note this observation as my first pre-landing data point of interest."

"Say again?" said Callib.

"There is a road, Callib," Zuillda said, because sometimes the scientific register needed a rest. "There is a road and there is something on it, and whatever is on it is moving under what appears to be directed mechanical propulsion, and I want the survey documentation for this planet pulled up and queued because I think we are going to be spending some time with it very shortly."

The pod hit the treeline and Zuillda engaged the landing sequence and the forest closed around him and the last thing the forward array captured before the canopy obscured it was the road, and the thing on it, and behind the thing on it, at a distance that suggested a settlement of some size, the angular profiles of structures that had not grown there.
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