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“The universe is a mighty big place.

If creatures from another world finally came to Georgia... odds are they’d stop for sweet tea before they conquered Earth.”

— Anonymous Appalachian Saying
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77 YEARS TOO LATE
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The crash, it should be noted for the historical record, was entirely the navigation system's fault.


This is not the official position of the Interstellar Rescue and Recovery Bureau,


which maintains, to this day, that the incident was the result of "unforeseen atmospheric interference compounded by crew error." But Zek had reviewed the mission logs, and Zek knew what the logs said: a small, confident notification had appeared in the lower-

right quadrant of the ship's primary display, blinking with the cheerful insistence of something that does not yet know it is wrong. It had read — in very small font, as if

hoping not to be noticed — RECALIBRATING. And then, approximately four seconds later, the surface of a planet that had not been there a moment ago filled the entire viewport at high speed and with considerable enthusiasm.


So yes. The navigation system's fault entirely.


The year was 1947, which meant nothing to Zek and Ruum in the way that years mean things to humans. They did not mark time in years. They marked it in cycles, in epochs, in the long slow rhythms of a civilization so ancient that the concept of a single solar revolution seemed charmingly quaint — like measuring a river with a teaspoon, or timing a thunderstorm with a wristwatch. But 1947 was what the humans called it, and the humans were, at that particular moment, extremely relevant, because two of them were standing at the edge of a dry basin in the New Mexico desert watching a

moderately-sized spacecraft attempt to land with the aerodynamic grace of a dropped skillet.


"Compensating," said the navigation system, with great confidence. It was the last thing the navigation system said for quite some time.
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The crash itself lasted eleven seconds. In those eleven seconds: three of the ship's six stabilizing fins were sheared off by a rocky outcropping that had no business being there at this altitude; the communications array achieved brief and exciting contact with a

local radio station broadcasting a Benny Goodman number before going permanently offline in a shower of components; the emergency landing struts deployed in the wrong order and in the wrong direction, which is the sort of thing that sounds like a minor technical footnote until it happens to you at several hundred kilometers per hour descending toward hard desert floor; and the ship's onboard water supply — seventeen standard-issue storage tanks, sealed for deep travel — ruptured simultaneously and created, for approximately two seconds, the largest indoor rainstorm ever recorded in Chaves County.

Then there was silence, and dust, and the distant sound of a jackrabbit making a very sensible decision about somewhere else to be.


Of the four crew members aboard, two survived the landing. Two humans were


sprinting toward the wreckage from the direction of a dirt road, shouting to each other. The New Mexico night was warm and full of stars that did not know what they had just witnessed.

Zek and Ruum are not the two who survived. They were not on that ship at all. They were three star systems away, filling out requisition forms.

The two survivors had names, as all people do. Their names don't translate well into any human language — they are more frequencies than syllables — but this didn't trouble them for long, because within a few weeks of the crash, they had new names.

Given to them by the men who found them. Simple names. American names. The kind of names that fit on a driver's license, which they would eventually need, because it turns out that a civilization organized around documentation requires a great deal of documentation even from people who arrived by accident and against their will.

There is a church in Roswell County, Georgia — not New Mexico, the other Roswell, the one nobody outside the county has ever heard of — and in the graveyard beside that church, there are two headstones. They are not remarkable headstones. They do not

draw the eye. They sit slightly apart from the surrounding graves, as most things that don't quite belong tend to do, and the dates carved into them span decades of what appears, by every available measure, to have been a quiet and ordinary human life.


Nobody in the county thinks to look twice at those headstones. Why would they?


The names are ordinary. The dates are ordinary. There is nothing about them that says: here lies someone who was waiting.

Nobody is watching the graveyard. Nobody has thought to watch it for seventy-seven years.
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But something knows those headstones are there. Something has been watching the county for quite some time now — not the government, not the Bureau, but something with its own reasons and its own timeline. And when a ship re-enters Earth's atmosphere above the eastern seaboard and begins descending toward the state of

Georgia, that something takes note.


It makes a phone call.


The phone rings in a car with out-of-state plates, parked at a truck stop off Interstate 85, where a person who does not volunteer their name is eating a gas station sandwich and watching the news on a phone with a cracked screen.


The person answers. Listens. Says nothing for a moment. Then: "How long until they land?"

A pause.

"Fine. I'll be there."

The car pulls back onto the interstate, heading south.

—
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THE HOME WORLD OF ZEK and Ruum does not have a name, precisely, in the way that Earth is called "Earth" — a word that means, more or less, "ground," which tells you

something about how humans approach the business of naming things they are standing on. The home world of Zek and Ruum has a designation: a long, layered acoustic sequence that translates, approximately and imperfectly, into something like "The Place Where Things Happen And Are Subsequently Documented In Triplicate." This gives you some sense of the civilization's priorities.

They are, at their core, a bureaucratic species. Not out of malice, and not, precisely, out of inefficiency — though efficiency is perhaps not the first word one reaches for, observing them in action. No, they are bureaucratic out of something closer to reverence. They believe, with a conviction that runs deep enough to be called philosophical, that the proper recording of events is the highest form of respect one can pay to a universe that would otherwise proceed without acknowledgment. Nothing official happens without a form. Nothing unofficial happens without a form explaining why the official form was not filed in advance. Extraordinary events — crashes, rescues, first contacts, natural disasters — require extraordinary documentation, which takes, it turns out, extraordinary time.

The distress signal from the New Mexico crash site arrived at the Bureau of Interstellar Rescue and Recovery on what might generously be called a Tuesday — not a human Tuesday, but a day possessing that same essential Tuesday quality of being a day
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on which nobody is particularly glad to be at work, and on which anything requiring immediate decisive action tends to arrive at precisely the wrong moment.

The signal was received, logged, and timestamped within the first hour. This was genuinely fast. The Bureau was proud of this. A preliminary assessment was completed by end of day. A case number was assigned. A review committee was convened within the week — which, given that the committee had twelve members across four offices who all needed to confirm scheduling availability, was practically miraculous.

The review committee produced a twelve-volume report. The report was submitted to a sub-committee for independent validation, which produced a four-volume executive summary. The executive summary was reviewed by the Senior Oversight Panel, which requested clarification on seven specific points where the language was judged to be

"insufficiently precise for formal action." The clarifications required forty-eight working days. The clarifications were incorporated into a revised report, which required a secondary review cycle, because the revisions had introduced new language that had not been validated by the original sub-committee.


Then the revised report went to the Office of Planetary Intervention for


jurisdictional approval, because dispatching a rescue mission to a classified observation world — a world that was not supposed to know it was being observed, whose

civilization had not been briefed on the existence of interstellar neighbors, and whose inhabitants were, broadly speaking, both curious and well-armed — required sign-off from no fewer than three separate senior offices, one of which only convened on

alternating cycles and had a backlog.

Alongside this, a formal protest was filed by the Bureau of Non-Intervention, which argued that a rescue mission constituted unsanctioned contact with a developing civilization, which was against policy, and that policy existed for good reasons, and that those reasons had been articulated in the foundational charter of 4,000 cycles ago and remained valid, and that the Bureau of Interstellar Rescue and Recovery should not be permitted to simply override established non-contact protocol because two of their people had made an unfortunate navigational error. The Bureau of Non-Intervention was not wrong, exactly. It was simply operating from the assumption that policy and

compassion were equal considerations, and that when they came into conflict, policy was the appropriate tiebreaker.

A compromise was negotiated. A waiver was drafted. The waiver had to be approved by all three Senior Oversight offices plus the Bureau of Non-Intervention's own internal review board. The internal review board met quarterly.

The rescue mission was formally approved in what humans would have called the spring of 1949. It was then delayed by a fuel allocation dispute with a neighboring

department. Then delayed again by the discovery that the originally assigned ship had
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been reassigned during the approval process and another ship had to be requisitioned, which started a new equipment authorization cycle. Then a clerical error sent the replacement ship — already fueled, crewed, and underway — to entirely the wrong star cluster, from which it had to be recalled and redirected, a process that took the better part of what humans would have called two years and generated, on its own, a supplementary case file of considerable length.

By the time those matters were resolved, a new review cycle had begun, because regulations required that any mission experiencing a delay of more than eighteen months had to be re-evaluated to ensure that the original parameters remained valid. Seventy-seven years, it turns out, contains quite a few eighteen-month periods.

And so the case file grew. And the case number remained open. And two beings, stranded on a blue-green world in the outer arm of a mid-sized spiral galaxy, waited in the only way that people who have been waiting so long they've stopped expecting rescue actually wait: by getting on with things.

The case manager who last updated the file — a diligent, thorough officer who had taken over the case from her predecessor's predecessor — noted in her quarterly update: "Status unchanged. Crew remains unrescued." She filed this note in the same neutral bureaucratic font as everything else, because there was no font for what the situation actually was.


—
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ZEK RECEIVED THE ASSIGNMENT on a morning that felt like all other mornings, which is to say it arrived as a document.

He was a scout-class field officer, a title that sounds more exciting than the reality. In practice, it meant Zek spent the majority of his working hours reviewing incoming observation data from categorized worlds, writing summaries of those reviews, attending meetings about upcoming summaries, and filing quarterly reports on the status of his quarterly reports. He was meticulous, careful, and possessed of a specific kind of optimism that is not naive — he was not unaware of the world's capacity to go wrong — but that persisted anyway, like a small light kept burning in a drafty corridor.

He found genuine satisfaction in detail work. He believed that every properly completed document was a small act of order imposed on the edges of a chaotic universe, and that this mattered, even when no one else noticed it.


He was, in short, exactly the kind of officer the Bureau trusted with difficult


missions. They assigned missions to him accordingly: often, thoroughly, and with the institutional confidence of an organization that had learned to mistake reliability for inexhaustibility.
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The morning's document was marked PRIORITY — LONG-STANDING OPEN CASE — IMMEDIATE ACTION REQUIRED. In Bureau terminology, this meant they wanted the matter addressed within the next two to four cycles, barring further complications. Zek looked up the case number. He stared at it for a moment that stretched in an uncharacteristic way. Then he pulled the full file and began reading.

Twelve volumes. The summary of the summary. The clarifications. The counter-petition from the Bureau of Non-Intervention. The compromise waiver. The fuel dispute documentation. The story of the ship that went to the wrong star cluster and came back. And, at the end, sixty-three consecutive quarterly updates in the same neutral font, each concluding that the status was unchanged and the crew remained unrescued.


"Seventy-seven years," Zek said aloud.

The office organism on his desk — a small, fibrous, photosensitive thing that


occupied the same ecological niche as a plant but was considerably more judgmental — rustled slightly in the ventilation current. It offered nothing further.


Zek filed a request for a mission partner. The partner assigned was Ruum, a


technical specialist and field mechanic, whose personnel file Zek reviewed with the same careful attention he gave to everything.


Ruum's performance record was excellent. His technical certifications were current.


His field experience was substantial. His personal conduct file was also excellent, in a very specific sense: it was consistent. Over the course of a career of considerable length,

Ruum had filed forty-three formal objections to mission parameters he considered inadequately planned, thirty-one written requests for equipment upgrades that had gone unaddressed, two multi-page grievances against the Bureau's overtime compensation structure, one formal inquiry into the validity of mandatory quarterly

attitude-alignment training (and its relationship to cognitive liberty, as defined in the Charter), and one extraordinary seven-page document — filed under his own name, with complete citation apparatus — arguing that the Bureau's institutional culture of required optimism represented a form of epistemic coercion that was both philosophically unsound and practically counterproductive.

He had lost every single one of these disputes. He had filed them anyway, every time, without exception.

Zek thought about this for a moment. Then he decided that he and Ruum would probably get along fine.


—
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THEY MET AT THE DEPARTURE bay on the morning of launch. Ruum arrived exactly on time, which surprised Zek, who had half-expected someone capable of filing forty-three
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pre-mission objections to also be late for the mission itself. Ruum was carrying his own equipment and someone else's, which he set down with the controlled efficiency of a person who knows how to conserve energy because experience has taught him to expect that he will need it later.

He was shorter than Zek, broader through the shoulders, with a face arranged in the particular expression of a person who has decided that the universe is generally going to disappoint him and has made a conscious choice to be correct about this rather than

surprised by it. The expression was not unfriendly. It was simply honest, in the way that overcast skies are honest.


Without preamble, he handed Zek a document. "My pre-departure formal objection," Ruum said.


Zek accepted it. He read it carefully, as he read everything. He noted that it was labeled Objection Number Fourteen, in connection with this mission alone. He calculated, briefly, that they had been officially assigned as mission partners for

approximately nineteen hours. He decided not to do the math on how many objections that averaged per hour. "Are there any specific concerns I should be prioritizing?"


Ruum looked at him with the patient expression of someone who has been asked


this question before, usually by people who have not read the objection. "The mission is seventy-seven years overdue. Whatever we are going to find down there will not resemble what the original file describes."


"The file does note that the situation may have evolved," Zek said, carefully.


"The file," Ruum said, with a precision that was not quite contempt but was not entirely its absence either, "was written by people who have never visited the planet. The quarterly updates were filed by a case manager who was working from observation

satellite data that was itself decades out of date by the time she was writing. 'Status unchanged' means no one checked. It does not mean nothing changed." He paused. "Seventy-seven years is a very long time on a Class-4 world. Their civilizations don't last seventy-seven years unchanged. They barely last seventy-seven years, period."

Zek considered this in the way he considered most things: thoroughly, without defensiveness, and with genuine openness to the possibility that he was wrong. Ruum was right. He knew it. The file was old. The world had moved. Two beings had been down there for the equivalent of a lifetime — longer than a human lifetime, which he had reviewed the actuarial tables on and which were, considered honestly, quite brief.

Whatever was waiting for them in New Mexico was not going to match the documentation.


"I take your point," he said.
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"Good." Ruum picked up his equipment case. "I recommend filing it where you can locate it later, because I intend to formally reference it when we arrive and discover that I was correct."


"That seems premature."


"It is efficient," Ruum said, walking toward the ship's boarding ramp with the purposeful stride of someone already mentally composing the follow-up documentation. "Pre-emptive 'I told you so' filing means the record is complete when the event actually occurs, rather than scrambling to reconstruct it after the fact. The Bureau of Non-Intervention taught me that, inadvertently."

Zek followed him up the ramp, mission brief tucked under one arm. And in spite of Ruum's fourteen objections, and the sixty-three quarterly updates in their neutral fonts, and the twelve volumes of history that had preceded this moment, he felt something clarifying in his chest that he recognized, after a moment, as purpose. Two people had been stranded for seventy-seven years. He and Ruum were finally going. They were going to bring their people home. They were going to do what should have been done before either of them had started their careers.


He was going to file an excellent report about it.


Behind them, the departure bay sealed. The ship's navigation system — new model, excellent track record, supremely confident — completed its pre-departure checklist and began plotting the fastest route to a small blue planet in the outer arm of a mid-sized spiral galaxy. Third from a yellow star. Population: several billion, most of them

unaware they had company. Recently reclassified as a Developing Observation World. Restricted contact protocols in effect, with one pending waiver.

The navigation system cross-referenced the destination against its comprehensive planetary database. It found the coordinates easily. It noted, while doing so, that the planet contained multiple locations sharing similar designation strings, and tagged them for potential disambiguation.


It had never heard of Roswell, Georgia. It was about to look it up.
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The navigation system's name was NAV-7, though nobody called it that. The crew of previous missions had called it "Seven," which it found acceptable. A contractor who

had worked on its firmware update three cycles ago had called it "the smug one," which it did not find acceptable but had no official mechanism to dispute. It had lodged an informal note in its own maintenance log. The note remained unread.

NAV-7 was, by any objective measure, an excellent navigation system. Its route-calculation accuracy was rated at 99.7 percent across all logged missions. It had never been late to a destination. It had never, in its operational history, delivered a crew to the wrong planet. It was proud of this record in the way that only a system incapable of

pride can be proud: thoroughly, constantly, and without any awareness that the feeling was happening.

The journey from the home world to Earth took what humans would have measured as several weeks, though time in transit is a complicated subject that neither Zek nor Ruum was in the mood to discuss. Zek spent the journey reviewing the mission file for the fourteenth time, updating his personal preparatory notes, and constructing a

preliminary operational framework for the recovery effort that he found genuinely

satisfying to look at. Ruum spent it sleeping, conducting maintenance on equipment that did not need maintenance, and filing his fifteenth through nineteenth pre-mission formal objections, which he transmitted to Bureau headquarters via the ship's

communications relay and which were acknowledged, logged, and placed in a queue for review.

The ship traveled. The stars moved in the particular way that stars move when you are among them rather than looking up at them from a planet's surface — not the fixed, patient lights of a dark sky, but something more immediate, more indifferent, more vast. Zek found this beautiful. Ruum found it adequately functional. Neither of them said anything about it, because they had been raised in a culture that expressed appreciation for natural phenomena through documentation rather than conversation, and this was not a documentable leg of the mission.


Seventeen hours from Earth's solar system, NAV-7 began its approach calculations.

—
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"DESTINATION: ROSWELL," NAV-7 announced, in the tone of a system that considers this information complete.


Zek looked up from his notes. "Confirm destination parameters."


"Destination confirmed. Roswell. Planet Earth. Third from yellow star, outer spiral arm, Milky Way galaxy. Currently approaching optimal entry angle."

"Roswell, New Mexico," Zek said. This was not a question. It was the kind of statement people make when they are confirming something they expect to be confirmed.

NAV-7 processed this for 0.003 seconds, which in computational terms is a very long time to pause before answering. "Clarification," it said. "The designation 'Roswell' returns multiple location matches on the target planet. Cross-referencing available data."

Ruum looked up from the condenser valve he was unnecessarily recalibrating. "Multiple matches."

"Correct. The designation 'Roswell' appears in two primary locations within the target country of origin: Roswell, New Mexico, population approximately 48,000, site of the 1947 incident per mission parameters. And Roswell, Georgia, population

approximately 98,000." NAV-7 delivered this information with the calm confidence of a system that has already solved the problem and is simply narrating its solution. "Given that the mission objective is to locate and extract beings who may have integrated into the local population, I have applied standard population-density optimization protocols and adjusted our destination to the Roswell with the larger population. Roswell,

Georgia. Arrival in seventeen hours."

There was a silence that lasted slightly longer than the previous NAV-7 pause, which is to say it lasted long enough for two beings to look at each other and separately process the same information.


"You changed our destination," Zek said.

"I optimized our destination," NAV-7 said. "The distinction is meaningful.


Optimization implies improvement. Change implies mere alteration. This was an improvement."

"On whose authority," Ruum said, very quietly, which is the tone of voice that indicates the question is not actually a question.


"Standard Population-Density Optimization Protocol Seven, subsection—"


"The crash happened in New Mexico," Ruum said. "The 1947 incident. Which is literally the first sentence of the mission brief. Which you have access to."
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"Confirmed. However, the mission brief specifies extraction of crew members who may have integrated into the local population. Population integration is statistically more likely and more complete in higher-density population centers. I have directed us to the higher-density Roswell as a probability optimization."

"The crew did not integrate into a population center of their choosing," Zek said, with the careful patience of a person constructing a sentence they are going to have to live with for the rest of this mission. "They crashed. In New Mexico. Seventy-seven years ago. The location of the crash was not a matter of their preference. It was a matter of physics."


NAV-7 considered this. "Recalculating," it said.

"How long to recalculate to New Mexico?" Ruum asked.


"Current trajectory has committed to Georgia approach vector. Course correction to New Mexico would require — " a pause — "an additional nine days."

Another silence. This one was the kind that contains, within it, the complete collapse of several plans, the restructuring of several expectations, and the very specific feeling of being nine days away from the wrong place.


"Georgia," Ruum said finally. It was not an enthusiastic word.


"Georgia," Zek confirmed. He made a note in his operational framework. Then he looked at what he'd written, crossed it out, and wrote something shorter and more honest. "We'll locate the correct Roswell after we've assessed Georgia. The Bureau file indicated the crew may have relocated. A broader sweep could be — "

"We're going to Georgia because the navigation system wanted to be helpful," Ruum said.

"We're going to Georgia because of Population-Density Optimization Protocol Seven," Zek said.


"That is the same thing."

It was, Zek acknowledged privately, the same thing.

—
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EARTH FROM ABOVE, AT night, is genuinely beautiful. This surprised Ruum, who had expected it not to be, and who filed this surprise in the mental category he maintained for things that failed to be as bad as anticipated — a category he kept small, on principle, to avoid encouraging the universe. Zek had reviewed orbital imagery in the mission file and so was not surprised, but he found that the imagery and the reality were different in
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a way that imagery and reality usually are: the imagery had been data, and this was a planet.

City lights scattered across the dark eastern seaboard like something spilled and left to glow. The cloud systems moved with a slow, enormous patience over the Atlantic. The landmass below them was dark green and brown and threaded through with the silver-black of rivers, and in the middle of it, one particular cluster of lights marked what NAV-7 was confidently designating as their destination.

"Roswell, Georgia," NAV-7 announced. "Population: 98,422 at last census data. Local time: 7:43 PM. Day of week: Wednesday. Local weather: clear. Atmospheric conditions optimal for descent."

"What is Wednesday?" Zek asked, reviewing his notes. The mission file had extensive cultural documentation, but it was seventy-seven years old, and cultural documentation that old was, as Ruum had pointed out on no fewer than six separate occasions during the journey, of questionable operational value.

"Wednesday is the fourth day of the human seven-day weekly cycle," NAV-7 said. "Significant primarily in that it is neither the beginning nor the end of the work cycle,

and is therefore associated in human cultural data with a mild, ambient dissatisfaction."


"Noted," Zek said. "What is the local equivalent of a secure landing zone?" "Processing," NAV-7 said. "Optimal landing locations by available criteria: large,


flat, clear of obstacles, low immediate-vicinity population density, low probability of immediate observation. Cross-referencing available satellite mapping data — " a pause

— "landing zone identified. Large paved area, low nighttime foot traffic, centrally located. Commencing descent approach."


"What is the location?" Zek asked.


"A community gathering structure," NAV-7 said. "Calvary Baptist Church. Wednesday evening. The parking area appears largely empty per visual sweep. Proceeding."


"You're certain it's largely empty," Ruum said.


"Visual sweep indicates low vehicle density relative to lot capacity. Descent confirmed optimal."

Ruum looked out the viewport at the approaching ground. Then he put on his field harness with the quick, practiced movements of someone who has learned to be ready for things. "Put yours on," he told Zek.


"The navigation assessment seems — "
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"It optimized us to the wrong Roswell," Ruum said. "Put your harness on." Zek put his harness on.

—
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Wednesday night choir practice at Calvary Baptist Church had been running for


THIRTY-ONE YEARS, GIVE or take a few weeks when Reverend Patterson had his hip replaced and the twice when Hurricane season had made the drive inadvisable. It met at seven o'clock sharp, and it ended at eight-thirty sharp, and in between those two times, twelve to twenty voices — the number varied by season and by how recently the choir director, a woman named Loretta Briggs, had expressed her feelings about attendance

commitment — lifted themselves toward the rafters of a building that had been serving this purpose since 1962.

Tonight there were sixteen voices. It was a good night. They were mid-way through the third verse of *How Great Thou Art* — a hymn that Loretta considered definitive and programmed into the rotation accordingly, regardless of what anyone else thought


— when the first unusual thing happened. The first unusual thing was the lights.


Not the church lights. Those remained steady. The lights came from outside, through the high narrow windows along the east wall — a brightening that started faint and grew quickly past the point of explanation, past headlights or a spotlight or any other reasonable source, into something that could only be described as wrong, in the way that things are wrong when they are outside the category of anything you have a word for.

Sixteen voices faltered to silence at slightly different moments, which is the choral equivalent of a car stalling.

Then the sound hit: not an explosion, exactly, but not not an explosion either — a deep concussive pressure that arrived through the floor and the walls simultaneously and knocked the hymn books off their clips in the pew backs, one after another, like dominoes going down a very long row.

The parking lot outside, which NAV-7 had assessed as largely empty and which had in fact contained fourteen vehicles belonging to choir members, briefly contained something else.

Then there was the hiss of cooling metal, and the low hydraulic sound of something settling, and the smell of ozone drifting in through the gap under the east door.


Loretta Briggs set down her baton.
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She had been choir director for twenty-two years. She had managed a soprano section that contained, at various points, two feuding sisters, one woman who refused to sing anything composed after 1940, and a retired schoolteacher who insisted on

harmonizing with whichever part was not her own. She had run practice through a February ice storm, through a June wedding that had left the sanctuary smelling of gardenia for six days, and through the installation of a new HVAC system that had

produced, for three weeks, a resonant hum in B-flat that competed with the sopranos. She had not, in twenty-two years, allowed anything to stop rehearsal for more than approximately ninety seconds.


She put on her coat, walked to the east door, and pushed it open.

—
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THE SPACECRAFT SAT in the parking lot of Calvary Baptist Church at a slight angle — the landing struts had deployed correctly this time, but the asphalt had not been entirely cooperative — and from a distance it resembled nothing so much as a very large, very unusual vehicle that someone had parked without a great deal of consideration for the lines. Up close it had a quality of wrongness that was harder to describe and easier to feel: the materials were not quite any material you had seen before, the angles were not quite angles, and the light reflected off the hull in a way that made your eyes want to slide away to something more comfortable.

Inside, Zek completed the post-landing system check with methodical thoroughness, noting in his log that all primary systems were functional, the hull had sustained minor surface scoring consistent with an unplanned descent trajectory, and that the landing had been completed successfully, in the sense that they had landed and were still alive to assess it.

Ruum completed no post-landing notes. Ruum was already disconnecting his harness and heading toward the hatch with the purposeful stride of a person who intends to go outside and look at whatever there is to look at before making any decisions.


"We should run a full exterior assessment before exiting," Zek said. "We should look out the hatch and see if anyone is coming," Ruum said.


He opened the hatch. The Georgia night air moved in — warm, thick, smelling of cut grass and something faintly floral and, beneath that, the particular smell of a summer evening that is neither the beginning nor the end of anything but simply itself. Ruum stood in the hatchway and looked at the parking lot, and the church, and the door in the side of the church that was now open, and the woman standing in that open door,

looking back at him.
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She was a small woman with a large presence, wearing a winter coat that was too heavy for the evening. She held a conductor's baton in one hand with the practiced grip of someone who has not yet decided whether to put it down. She looked at the

spacecraft. She looked at Ruum. She looked at the spacecraft again.

Then she looked back at Ruum and said, in a voice that had spent twenty-two years projecting to the back of a medium-sized church without a microphone: "Is anyone hurt?"


Ruum processed this through the translation module, which had been running a


background calibration on local linguistic patterns since they'd entered the atmosphere. The module flagged the question as a standard welfare inquiry, common in post-incident scenarios. "We are intact," he said, which was what the module produced from his native response, and which was not precisely idiomatic but was not wrong either.

Loretta Briggs nodded slowly, in the way of someone filing information away before asking the next question. "What," she said, "in the name of all that is holy, is that?"

She meant the ship. Ruum understood this. He also understood that the honest answer — an interstellar rescue vessel operated by the Bureau of Interstellar Recovery and Rescue, currently 77 years late on a retrieval mission and 700 miles from the correct Roswell — was not an answer that would be received well in this particular parking lot,

on this particular Wednesday evening.

Behind him, Zek appeared in the hatchway, mission brief in hand, translation module active, and the expression of a person who is applying a great deal of optimism to a situation that is not, technically, off to an ideal start.

"Good evening," Zek said. The module had, during descent, selected a voice register based on its sampling of available local linguistic data — specifically, a collection of archival recordings it had flagged as regionally dominant in accent and diction. The register it had selected was Southern American English, vintage approximately 1920-

1950, with a slight leaning toward what might be described as courthouse formal. "We apologize for the inconvenience to your vehicle park. We have traveled a considerable distance and find ourselves in need of some local guidance."


Loretta looked at him. Looked at the ship. Looked back at him.


From behind her, through the open door of Calvary Baptist Church, came the sound of sixteen choir members attempting to be quiet while also getting close enough to the east windows to see what was happening, which is the kind of collective motion that produces its own distinct noise.


"Are you," Loretta said carefully, "with the movie?"
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Zek looked at Ruum. Ruum had no expression that indicated he knew what the movie was. The translation module offered no immediate clarification.

"We are with the mission," Zek said, which was the closest honest answer available.

Loretta's expression moved through several stages of assessment with the speed of a woman who has managed a volunteer choir for twenty-two years and has therefore developed extremely efficient systems for categorizing unexpected situations. She

arrived at a conclusion. "Well," she said. "I don't know who told you this parking lot was a location, but you're going to need to move that thing before Sunday service. And you cracked the east corner of the blacktop. That's coming out of someone's budget, and I can tell you right now it is not coming out of ours."

She looked at the baton in her hand. She looked at the door behind her, through which sixteen people were now very poorly pretending not to be watching.

"The refreshments are in the fellowship hall," she said. "I suppose you'd better come
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in."

—
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LATER, MUCH LATER, after things had become considerably more complicated and

considerably more public, Loretta Briggs would tell the story of that evening to anyone who asked, and to several people who hadn't. She would describe the strange light, and the sound through the floor, and the two men — and she would always call them men, because the alternative required a vocabulary she wasn't sure she'd been given enough time on this Earth to fully develop — standing in the hatchway of something she had no name for.


She would say she'd invited them in because that was what you did. You fed people.


You asked if they were hurt. You figured out the rest later.

She would not mention, because she was not entirely sure she hadn't imagined it, that as she turned back toward the fellowship hall, she'd glanced back once more at the ship. And that for just a moment, in the way the parking lot lights had caught the hull at a certain angle, she'd seen something that looked very much like a name. Not in any alphabet she recognized. Not in any language she knew. Just a shape, worn into the surface of the hull by some long journey through something cold and dark and enormous.


She had no idea what it meant.

She had an idea, though, that she was going to find out.
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CHAPTER 3
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GOOD OL' BOYS IN THE WRONG ROSWELL
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The fellowship hall of Calvary Baptist Church smelled of coffee that had been sitting on a burner since approximately the Eisenhower administration, and of the particular

combination of lemon-scented cleaning product and old carpet that is the universal

signature of rooms where people gather regularly out of obligation and genuine affection in roughly equal measure. Long folding tables held sheet cake on paper plates, a bowl of mixed nuts from which all the cashews had already been removed, and a coffee urn the

size of a small child.

Sixteen choir members stood around these items at varying distances from the two newcomers, arranged in the unconscious geometry of people who are curious but not committed — close enough to see, far enough to retreat. They had collectively decided, through no spoken agreement, that Loretta was handling this, and that their role was supportive observation.

Loretta was, in fact, handling it. She had given Zek and Ruum coffee, which they were holding with the careful attentiveness of people who have been given something they have no intention of drinking but understand the gesture matters. She had established that they were not injured, that they were not locals, that they had traveled "some considerable distance," and that they were looking for information about Roswell. She had not yet established what information, or why, or what they intended to do with it, because every time she asked a direct question, one of them answered it with another sentence that she understood individually but that added up to something she couldn't quite assemble.

"You are most gracious in your reception of us," Zek said, for the third time. He had said it the first time upon entering the fellowship hall. He had said it again when Loretta handed him the coffee. He appeared to mean it each time with complete sincerity, and with the slightly formal rhythm of someone translating in their head before speaking — which, in a technical sense, was precisely what was happening.

The translation module had, during the approach to Earth, sampled available linguistic data from the planet's broadcast spectrum and selected a regional voice register it identified as dominant in the local area. The module's assessment was not
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wrong, exactly. Southern American English was indeed the primary register of Roswell, Georgia. The module's methodology was simply that it had weighted its samples toward the most clearly enunciated, most formally structured examples in the archive, which

had led it to a collection of recordings from county courthouses, agricultural society meetings, and one particularly well-preserved radio broadcast from 1938 in which a man described, at considerable length and with evident satisfaction, the proper techniques for curing country ham.

The result was that Zek and Ruum spoke like men who had grown up on a porch, gone to law school sometime before the Second World War, and never entirely come back.

"We find ourselves," Zek continued, setting his untouched coffee on the table with the relieved care of a person returning something borrowed, "in the position of requiring certain historical intelligence regarding this community. We are, in particular, most

desirous of any information that might be available concerning an incident of some notoriety which we understand to have occurred in the year 1947. An aerial incident.

Involving recovered materials and, we have every reason to believe, recovered personnel."

The fellowship hall did the thing that rooms do when a sentence lands in them that nobody knows how to respond to. It went very slightly quieter, and very slightly stiller, while sixteen people independently decided what their face should be doing.

"A commercial," said a man near the nut bowl — late fifties, Bulldogs cap, the settled certainty of someone who has explained things to people before and expects to do so

again. "You're filming a commercial. I knew it. What is it, Cracker Barrel? You've got that look."


Zek looked at Ruum. Ruum looked at Zek. The translation module offered no


clarification on Cracker Barrel, but flagged "commercial" as a reference to a persuasive broadcast medium used to promote goods and services. It did not flag it as a category that Zek and Ruum fell into, because it was not designed to flag things that were not true.

"We are engaged in a recovery effort," Zek said, which was accurate, and which could, he supposed, be interpreted in multiple ways.

"Recovery," the man said, nodding with the energy of someone whose theory has just been confirmed. "Like a rescue operation. That's good. What's the product? Is it
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