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        What do you miss the most when you’re in space? It’s not what you think! According to her Ellis Instant, astronaut Sandee Fellowes misses rain more than anything!

        “I miss rain, and windy days, but not snow!” she shared.

      

        

      
        Related:

        *What’s so terrible about snow? Vita Vita wants to know!

        *Ten tips for keeping dry on wet days
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        * * *
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        Heartwarming! These kids just named their new library after Susie the Bot!

      

        

      
        Related:

        *Shooting in preschool wounds three
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        NEWSBYTE

      

        

      
        French astronomer says there’s something in space that isn’t supposed to be there. Is he right? “I’m confident the answer is going to be no,” says Dr. Amanda Hidebrow of the American Astronomical Society.

      

        

      
        Related:

        * Why that photo you’re looking at is probably a fake

        * The ten most famous internet hoaxes you probably didn’t know were hoaxes

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAX

          

        

      

    

    
      The survival heroics of the Sunset Station team should have been, at minimum, an international news story, inasmuch as something happened in a place where hardly anything of consequence ever does happen. Because space, when things are going properly, is slow-paced and very boring.

      Everyone’s okay when it’s boring. Not boring means someone is at-risk of life or limb; a minor note of the phrase, “May you live in interesting times.”

      Losing power meant everyone nearly died and yet, remarkably—especially in the case of Krista Standard, the team’s commander—nobody did. Sandee Fellowes, the team’s computer tech, was probably going to lose her foot, but in an act of heroism that just made the story better.

      Twenty-four hours after the end of the crisis, the Ellis Aero P.R. team still wanted to know why they weren’t actively framing narratives around this extraordinary story.

      The answer should have been obvious: nobody knew exactly what initially went wrong, but—following that trigger event—it was obvious that very nearly every historical technical decision made by the Ellis team, in the design and deployment of Sunset Station, ended up making matters actively worse.

      Sandee was (probably) losing her foot thanks to a cascading series of bad decisions, beginning with the habitation unit having no independent control over the hub’s main computer and ending with whoever designed that stupid collapsing ladder. These were all cost/benefit choices, made in part by an algorithm that weighted value, likelihood and cost in a way that made a lot of sense when scoring financial service products, but hardly any sense when “the preservation of human life” was one of the metrics.

      The P.R. team still wanted to go ahead with the story—or at least a story—arguing that information was going to get out anyway. A narrative had to be shaped. But Max Ellis wouldn’t sign off on it, and so they didn’t.

      Max knew all too well the importance of controlling the narrative before someone else did it for you. But there was a good reason not to go right ahead and start spinning the story yet. Until they knew the cause, the implicit conclusion was going to be that this was a catastrophic failure of Ellis technology from end to end. Six astronauts fighting for their lives because someone built a faulty doohickey in a critical thingamabob didn’t sound nearly as awe-inspiring or heroic as if, say, the station was attacked by an outside force.

      So he told them to hold off, because he was pretty sure a better version of the story could be gotten to, once everyone caught up to what Max was already convinced had happened.

      Sure enough, exactly twenty-seven hours and thirty-nine minutes after Kris Standard was recovered alive, the Sunset Station team discovered the outside force Max was hoping for: an actual goddamn alien spaceship.

      It had not been a peaceful twenty-seven hours and thirty-nine minutes for Max, because for that entire twenty-seven hours and thirty-nine minutes he was right about something important, and nobody who could do something to prove he was right was motivated to do so.

      This kind of frustration used to lead to mass firings, back when Max was slightly younger and significantly more impulsive. He now understood that doing that would only provide satisfaction in the short term, solve nothing in the long term, and create new problems in the form of multiple lawsuits—especially in countries with laws that discourage mass firings.

      There was also the matter of niche expertise. He couldn’t replace the ground crew in Monterrey with just anyone, and he couldn’t replace the crew aboard Sunset Station at all, but especially not if he fired the Monterrey staff, some of whom were supposed to be the replacements for the team in space.

      Max was positive there was something sharing orbit with Sunset Station, but with such admittedly flimsy evidence to support the claim, he just sounded like an eccentric dilettante, which annoyed him even more. (Why he was positive, in the face of such flimsy evidence, wasn’t something he could explain. He just knew he was right.)

      He couldn’t make the astronauts look for something they didn’t think was important and/or there, and he couldn’t force the ground crew to order them to do it, and he couldn’t fire everyone, all of which meant that for one of the few times in his life, Max Ellis wasn’t getting his way.

      All of which pissed him off.

      He was back home when he got the news. This pissed him off too, because he should have been in the air already, and would have been if anyone was listening. Instead, they’d lost precious hours.
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        * * *

      

      “Tell me where the station is, right now,” Max said. He was looking at the first photos of the planet’s newest orbital, direct from the Sunset Station feed. It was too early for anyone to have an analysis of what, precisely, they were looking at, but everyone agreed it was, A: not human-made, and B: maybe pointing a weapon at Earth?

      More robust analytics would be coming from the Monterrey science team as soon as everyone was awake and on site.

      “Somewhere over Eastern Europe,” Morris said. “You want exact?”

      “Please. Then I want a list of every observatory in the area capable of spotting our new friend, crossed with weather maps.”

      “Max, you can’t keep this a secret,” Morris said. “All anyone has to do is look up. Unless you’re planning to bomb the observatories in the path.”

      “Don’t tempt me. I just want to know how long I have.”

      “How long…”

      “Flying to D.C. right now, Mo. My intention is to be standing in the Oval Office in the next three hours. What I would like is to be the first person to notify the president that there’s an alien spaceship over his head. But if I’m not the first person, I’d like to know that too. So how long do I have?”

      “We’ll get back to you.”

      Max’s plane had just entered the Washington D.C. airspace when the answer to the question became moot. By then, the ESS, the space platform (whose orbit was, last Max heard, still decaying) and the alien spaceship were all directly over Western Europe, and there was no cloud cover to obscure the view. Then it was just a question of which country would get to it first.

      The winner was France, who, at about 7:10 P.M. local time, broke into evening programming to share video footage, taken from an observatory in Sorbonne, of what everyone seemed to agree was a flying saucer.

      (It looked like a flying saucer, if viewed from that end, i.e., straight up from the ground, because the alien ship was pointed nose-first at the planet. Yes, there would be angles that revealed additional structure behind the nose and a slightly flattened underside, but the Sorbonne images didn’t have a side view, and nobody at a different latitude had published anything yet.)

      The news went straight to the internet, as tended to happen. Then it was picked apart as an obvious hoax (as also tended to happen, irrespective of whether the thing in question was a hoax or not) by a loud minority of online users.

      But the internet news cycle was insanely fast. By 1:25 PM East Coast time—fifteen minutes after the initial report—the first fact-based internet news outlet in the US reported that French officials confirmed the video’s provenance: there really was a flying saucer up there.

      Max was on the ground in Washington by then, in a different kind of car (this one a traditional gas-powered limo) and with a different driver; Pete rode in the back, next to Max. Pete was using his own Eyenet to help reschedule an unconscionable number of meetings.

      Meanwhile, Max was dealing with an unfortunate byproduct of his system of escalation.

      He told everyone he didn’t want to be bothered with anything smaller than a four, but without explaining why. Now, everyone in Europe who was both on his payroll and had access to one of his office lines (this was not a small number) was calling in the important news that an alien spaceship appeared to be threatening Sunset Station, just in case he didn’t know that yet.

      Which, he had to give them credit, certainly warranted a four.

      And there was the media. Max Ellis’s existence was at least 60% performance—he was a tech celebrity, perhaps the tech celebrity, and “tech” was the least important of the two words—so he couldn’t very well allow what was going on in space to remain uncommented-upon. When he spoke on the subject, what he said was going to be repeated all over the media landscape. He’d better be sure of what he was saying first. The problem was, the aliens had snuck up in him, just as much as anyone else. He had nothing.

      A “no comment” until he did have something wasn’t going to do. So, he told Charlene (one of his direct media reps) to respond to general inquiries with the claim that Max Ellis was in a meeting at the White House, and would deliver a statement when he could.

      This was untrue, in the sense that he wasn’t at the White House yet—they were still en route—and also in the sense that he didn’t technically have any meetings there. However, it would be true shortly.

      Unfortunately, this didn’t entirely keep the fourth estate out. A half-dozen members of the media were well-acquainted enough with Max—and adequately trustworthy, in that they wouldn’t burn their access by pissing him off—to reach out directly, without first going through someone like Charlene.

      He let all but one of those calls go to his personal AI bot. This was a bot that spoke in his voice and answered basic yes-no questions. It was essentially an interactive version of voicemail, although when he talked about it he claimed it was more than that. “A quarter of my daily tasks are accomplished by AI,” he’d say. “It’s not uncommon for someone to think they’ve spoken with me, when in fact, they’ve spoken to the Max-bot.” This was entirely untrue.

      Anyone reaching the bot would have their exchange recorded and played back for Max, or one of his assistants, by the end of the business day, so it wasn’t like any of it was ignored. (Basically, every message was considered a three on the scale, which wasn’t bad.)

      The one call he answered came from Margrit St. Germain.

      Margrit was a media “face” (she spent a lot of time on-camera, because she looked good on-camera) with above-average journalistic credentials and a decent talent for writing, which made her something of a unicorn in the current media landscape. She and Max were also, occasionally, intimate, in a, “Hey, we’re both in the same city and this isn’t currently a conflict-of-interest,” sort of way. She’d be pretty angry if he sent her to the Max bot, and he didn’t want her to be angry with him right now.

      “Tell me that isn’t one of yours,” she said, skipping any preamble. Margrit had a ghost of a French accent, which did not detract from the appeal.

      “Tell you what isn’t one of mine?” he asked.

      “Fuck you, Max. Is the flying saucer one of yours?”

      “You think I’d build a whole ship and spirit it up there in secret? Does that sound like me?”

      “You would have a presser every time a new bolt was added, so no,” she said. “Is it a stunt? An inflatable of some kind?”

      “An inflatable in space?”

      “Just tell me what’s going on.”

      “For you, or for the world?” he asked.

      Margrit was a freelancer, which—at her level of media celebrity—meant everything she had to report went to the highest bidder. A decade ago, someone like her might be under contract with a single news organization, but nobody could afford to pay for monogamy in today’s landscape. If she got an on-the-record story right now, she would have her people reaching out for highest bidders as soon as she got off the phone.

      “That you even need to ask…!” she said, calling up some artificial consternation.

      “Margrit, this is too important to not hear the words.”

      “We’re off the record, Max. Talk to me.”

      “I know as much as you do,” he said.

      “Bullshit.”

      “I know slightly more than you do, but not as much as you think. It just appeared out of nowhere, Margrit. I swear, that’s the truth.”

      “When?”

      “About when the Sorbonne said it did.”

      “Bullshit again, Max. You’re already in Washington. When did you hear?”

      He decided answering her call was a mistake. The truth was, he could tell her when it first became visible, but talking about when it arrived and what happened when it arrived would require disclosing some things he didn’t want disclosed yet. He also didn’t want to mention why it had suddenly become visible, or talk about what it looked like from the side, or tell
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