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for my cat Charlotte, who insisted I sit down and

write this, or at least sit still;

and for June and Levin, who asked,

“What happens next, Dad?”
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The Last Day - Rosa
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When the power went out on the last day of the world, Rosa and her best friend Hannah would later call it the totally overrated series finale of the Anthropocene era. It began like an ordinary citywide blackout, and Rosa heard generators kicking on in the neighborhood across from base housing, but those quickly went quiet. And her phone wouldn’t power up even on battery, or her laptop either. She didn’t want to think about what could be messed up in the guts of her devices.

Outside, the night sky wasn’t right. She’d seen videos of the Northern Lights, and it looked like that, except brighter. Or maybe the video hadn’t done them justice. “Aurora Borealis,” she told her brother Leo. “It’s when solar flares make an electrical disturbance in the upper atmosphere. Supposed to only happen in the far north, like, the Arctic Circle. Might be what blew out the power grid.”

“Aurora Boring-ass,” Leo scoffed. Their mother had forbidden them to go out, and in protest, he’d been kicking one leg of the kitchen table rhythmically for a good half hour. Something plastic, the salt shaker probably, had fallen off right away, and more clutter on the tabletop jittered in the dark with every impact. “That’s not even a real thing,” he said. “You’re making shit up.”

“Leo,” their mother admonished quietly from the couch, where she sat perfectly still in the dim light, her back straight, head slightly tilted as if attuned to something only she could hear. “Stay away from the windows, please,” she added.

Leo continued kicking the table. No one was near a window. “That’s tornados, Ma,” Rosa said. “It’s not a tornado.” She was eyeing the sliding glass door, watching for McDonnell, but if he hadn’t appeared by now she guessed the cat must be holed up somewhere else. A series of heavy thuds echoed, and she said, “Leo, quit.”

“That wasn’t me.”

The sound came again, this time clearly a pounding at the front door, and a voice announced, “Base security. Hello, is anyone here?”

Rosa froze. Her mother was watching the door, apprehensive, waiting to see what would happen. Leo remained firmly seated at the table, arms crossed tight over his chest. When the knock came a third time, Rosa went to the door.

A soldier stood silhouetted against the shimmering sky. He had some kind of a baton that emitted a cold blue light, and a rifle slung over his shoulder. He asked for Sonja Calder, and her mother stood. He said he was there to take them somewhere safe, and they should pack some things.

Miraculously, as if the soldier possessed some persuasive power that Rosa could not discern, Leo and her mother rose in unison and moved into action. After a moment, Rosa went to fill a bag of her own.

Outside the window in her room, the sky flared with colors, green and red and bird-egg-blue now. By this weird light, she scooped a handful of items from her nightstand—paperclips and loose change, two barrettes and a hair tie—and dropped it all in the bottom of a duffel, with her dead laptop and its power cord. Then she started piling in clothes. She found her favorite hoodie sweatshirt by touch, the one with the three-view Blackhawk helicopter schematic, and pulled it on even though it wasn’t cold out. For no good reason, she felt safer.

Out in the apartment, her mother kept slapping at light switches that didn’t work, going from one room to the next and opening drawers. “I’m packing, Rosa,” she protested, as if Rosa had said she wasn’t. Her voice was light but strained, like she couldn’t catch her breath. 

Rosa slid open the back door, scanned their tiny yard once more, then shook a cupful of dry kibble into the dish on the patio. She considered calling, but reminded herself that that had never worked, ever. She poured out a second cup of kibble and closed the door.

In the living room, by the light of his blue baton, the soldier looked nervous. “Ma’am?” he called. “Get everything you need, but we do have to go.” He looked at their duffels and bags. “Do you have a wagon or something?”
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Outside, everything was bright, and people’s faces glowed with reflected light, like fireworks but with the sound turned off. Some more soldiers had the blue light sticks, but no one was using any flashlights or speaking loudly. An old lady carried a Pekingese, and a younger man with her wore a backpack and pushed a wheelbarrow loaded with suitcases. A soldier waved his blue light in a circle, directing pedestrian traffic. “Follow the column, have your IDs ready,” he was saying. “Be safe, but, as quickly as you can.”

Rosa smelled acrid smoke on the air, but everything was orderly, calm even, until they turned the first corner out of base housing. She registered the change in the quality of light first, from cool pastels to a hot orange, then realized it was really the soft push of heat she was feeling on her skin, and that the object on fire was an overturned car. The soldier leading them raised a hand. “We’ll go another way,” he said. Shouting figures rushed from around the car, and the sharp snaps of gunshots rattled the air.

Soldiers swung their rifles out and spread apart, circling the riot. Their own boyish leader spun around, breathless, his eyes wide and darting, settling on Rosa’s mother. “Ma’am, get to the east gate of the base,” he said. “Show your ID there.”

A low crumpling roar pushed a wave of heat across the street, followed by the stink of gasoline. Rosa’s mother watched blankly, lips parted, the light of the flames flaring over her features.

“Ma’am?” the soldier shouted, then turned to Rosa. “Kid,” he said, his voice almost breaking. “Can you get to the main checkpoint gate from here?”

“No!” Rosa screamed, feeling her chest tighten. She didn’t know where anything was, or what to do when they got there. “I can’t!” she choked.

But the soldier wasn’t listening, instead fumbling with his rifle and raising it to his shoulder. A piece of the fire had detached and was headed straight for them. Then Rosa saw that the fireball had legs, was running, was a person. “Halt!” the soldier shouted, “Stop right there!” He fired a single shot, and Rosa saw an open mouth, screaming with no air, and a face distorted through flames. The soldier fired again and the person fell, twenty feet away. Rosa could smell oily fuel smoke and burning meat and hair, and her throat closed up. She wasn’t sure if she was going to cry or throw up.

The soldier barked back to get her family out of there, now, and then, rifle raised, he hurried away. Her mother was not moving, and Rosa felt her own face greasy and wet, and thought, tears, and wondered if the whining she heard was her own. She swung around, looking for Leo, who stood transfixed with wonder at the flames. She screamed his name and snatched at his arm.

“No way!” he said back, shaking her off. “I’m watching this!”

And that was it, she would have hoped she’d be stronger but she wasn’t ready for any of this to happen, it wasn’t fair that a few minutes ago, they’d been home, safe. As she felt herself lowering to the ground, crouching to a squat and wrapping her arms around her knees, she thought, panic: so this is how it happens. It wasn’t fear so much as feeling helpless, not knowing what to do, but her mother wouldn’t move and Leo wouldn’t listen, and so what was she supposed to do, leave them here? With no clue even what direction to go?

She was shoved hard from behind then, and almost fell over, but a hand grasped at her shoulder, and someone was shouting her name. In this dream of hell, she placed the voice as her friend Hannah’s, but it didn’t match the girl in flannel pajamas and flip-flops, with no makeup and her hair down, but she shouted Rosa’s name again, and yes, it was her. She was with her father, wild-haired and wearing a mis-buttoned shirt. Hannah shook Rosa’s shoulder again as her father was pulling her away.

“Help me get them!” Rosa cried, waving at Leo and her mother. “They won’t—”

After a quick scan of the situation, Hannah’s dad forcibly turned her mom, then wrenched Leo’s arm around and tugged them both into motion.

“God!” her brat of a brother protested. “I’m coming already.”

And a block away, Rosa found the wagon’s handle in her hand, the plastic Radio Flyer they’d brought from their apartment, and she was pulling it, and everything was quieter. Hannah was speaking, but Rosa couldn’t hear, couldn’t think of anything but how she’d lost control so fast.

Soon they were a small crowd, crossing a flat open space that could only be the airbase, but was hardly recognizable in blackout, with no electric light anywhere. When the surface under their feet changed from hard runway to scabby short-mown grass, no one stumbled, because the sky was still bright. It rippled and blazed with green and blue and pink waves. When the waves flared brightest, Rosa heard a crackling sound, and the hair on the back of her neck prickled. 

When a soldier on a bicycle pedaled up, a woman asked in a panicked voice what was happening, if they were under attack, or it was nuclear war, and the soldier told her to keep calm, adding, “It’s none of that.” Addressing everyone, he said, “The power grids are down, all across the state. The cause is not yet known, but we are not at war. Until the power’s back on, you’re being relocated inside the base for your own safety. Those of you with security clearance for the hardened site will be allowed to enter if you so choose.”

“Hardened site, what the hell?” one man said. “What’s going on?”

“And what about the rest of us?” the panicky woman asked. “Are you just going to leave us out here, for God knows what?”

The soldier was already pedaling away, and ahead, Rosa heard him saying the same thing to the next group.

“Everyone,” a young man said, stopping suddenly. He held up his hands. “What if—I don’t want to sound crazy, but—what if this is it? I mean—the end of days?”

“It’s the Rapture,” a woman said beside him. “Simon, say it.”

Her mother stopped to watch them. Rosa nudged her elbow, and started her moving again.

The night air was cool on her cheeks, and they kept walking. The tick and hollow rumbling of the wagon’s wheels echoed in her ears.

The hangar they finally entered was cavernous. Their group was conducted deep inside, then stopped at a processing desk before a gated stairwell; the blue batons, and globes emitting the same cold glow, were the only light now. Hannah’s dad shouldered to the front and told the clerk at the desk, “Linc Leary. And this is my daughter.” When asked about rank, he said emphatically, “No, it’s on Prism. Directorate G-one-one-six.” And he flashed the same rippling security badge Rosa had been seeing everywhere lately. 

An officer leaned over the desk. “That’s coded Senior Span,” he said. “You’re the designee?”

“I am if it’s goddamn Tuesday,” Hannah’s dad growled.

The officer looked grudgingly impressed. “Level requested?”

“All the way down.” He looked around, back at the rest of them. “And these are the Calders,” he added. “They’re with me, same list. I don’t know the rest here.”

Wand-lit faces swam around them like deep-sea fish. The people they had walked in with crowded around now, fearful and hesitant. Leo waved to some older boys from school. Two of them came over, with their own parents and groups, and some of those pulled along others.

The clerk asked, “How many?” and said the facility was rated for twenty.

“I don’t know,” Hannah’s dad said impatiently. “Twenty then.”

They were counted off and moved toward a stairwell. Behind them, the enormous doors they’d entered through, at least three stories high, began to laboriously slide closed. Rosa heard a great creaking, as of disused wheels rolling in their tracks.

Had she known then where it would lead, she might have risked separating from the group, just for a minute, running back toward the huge doors for just another glance at the narrowing slice of sky and, below it, already black and powerless and inert, the skyline of the world she’d known. But of course, the only question anyone’s mind could form then was, How long?

In the moment, even as they were unloading wagons and strollers and carts, choosing armloads of most-essentials for the first long trip down the series of corridors and stairs, everything still was only a precaution. They were overreacting, keeping on the safe side, with every expectation they’d be back quickly for the remainder of their belongings.

They descended stairs until the air felt different, making slow progress with someone always stopping to arrange their load, or flex their stiffening arms. Finally, they entered a long corridor, and a ceiling full of yellow lights popped on in panels. Everyone blinked. 

The last room had a thick metal door. A soldier said some things about air and water filtration, and how to work a generator, and sleeping quarters. “Once I seal this door,” he said, “even I can’t get back in,” which to Rosa sounded overly dramatic. “Does anyone want to change their minds?” Rosa felt her mother’s hand on her shoulder, pulling her firmly to her.

“OK,” the soldier said, and nodded. “This could all be over in twenty-four hours.”

Before the End- Rosa

Rosa always woke to fire up her gaming station and monitor array before the sun, when she could catch Europe, Russia, and much of Asia still active. Her screens lit the room like a huge aquarium, casting shadows of a half-dozen model warplanes on the ceiling: a Focke-Wulf 190, an F4C Phantom, a couple loose MiGs, and her favorite, the Battle of Britain Spitfire with the gunsight she’d improvised out of clear prism styrene and some watch gears. Every time they moved, she hung the planes in a new dogfight configuration from the ceiling, and put up her framed poster of the USAF Thunderbirds in diamond formation, signed “Col. Fifi” by the first woman to fly with the team.

That morning, as a cut scene of an F-14 in full afterburner flashed across her screen, she had hesitated for about a whole tenth of a second before logging in with her dad’s account, again. When her latest kill video hit everyone’s highlight reels, the anonymous dot-mil sign-in made the chatter a lot more fun. Sure, these sims were all gamers and kids, boys in darkened rooms, but their speculation that Israeli Air Defense was outsourcing their sim training, or that Top Gun grads were logging in to mess with people, always made her smile—whatever excuses the gamer-boys needed to justify getting their asses handed to them yet again. Because she was just that goddamned good.

After another solid session of dominating the virtual skies, she slid off her headset and heard voices from her parents’ room—how long had her father been home? She eased her door open, listened, then padded silently out into the hall.

“You said you’d be done flying missions,” her mother muttered dully. Rosa stopped outside their cracked-open door, her posture off balance, poised to resume walking away.

“And I will be,” her father insisted. “Just—not yet.”

“You said two weeks ago. We had that whole discussion. Can they just do that, keep you both flying, for no reason?”

“They could,” he said testily. “You know that.” He sighed and went on, deflated. “But that’s not how it happened. Jon and I reconsidered. In light of recent events.”

Her mother snorted, derisive. “How long,” she said.

“I’ve been telling you, it’s not just media hype with the removal and succession,” he said. “Command is divided, the Secretary’s an appointee and the Joint Chiefs don’t respect him, I’m really worried where this could go.”

Her mother said wearily, “You know I don’t follow any of that.”

“I’m needed, to keep things from collapsing right now, OK? The whole system’s in free fall, but the point is, there are people working to keep it together.”

“What,” she said, “our government’s ‘better angels’?”

“Try, ‘the grown-ups in the room,’” her father said. “Sonja. I’m needed.” He softened his voice, and Rosa leaned in. “Look, as of a couple hours ago, my security clearance is a color I’ve never even seen before, and I’ve learned some things that just keep getting more disturbing. These media blackouts, the marches? You don’t think there are active measures at play, all those people being influenced somehow?”

Her mother made a soft sound that Rosa couldn’t interpret, then said, “And here I’m the one sampling antipsychotics.”

She heard sudden movement then. Her father hissed something about “working through this, instead of just swallowing all these goddamn—” He paused. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

Her mother sighed sharply, almost a laugh. “Why not?”

A silence followed, and Rosa held her breath.
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Before - James
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The cockpit of the big RC-135 “Rivet Joint” was serene, even comfortable, if you could forget about the dials, switches, and toggles covering literally every available surface. On station and in level flight, there wasn’t much for a pilot to worry about. James Calder looked out over a featureless expanse of sea ice and glacier, the curvature of the earth not quite visible on the horizon. 

Apart from the scenery, it was nothing like the supersonic high-altitude jet rides James and his first officer Jon had begun their careers on, packed into G-suits like astronauts in a capsule. The job, the flying, none of it was what they’d signed on for anymore. The top-secret program they started in had been officially retired, then cooled down and further down, and finally completely shelved. Satellite imagery made supersonic reconnaissance obsolete, and James and Jon had been repurposed as pilots.

“The Thule missions,” Jon spoke suddenly.

“The what now?”

“The Thule missions,” he repeated. “That’s what we’ve been flying, this whole rotation. You ever hear about those?”

James shook his head, listening.

“I was talking to this old vet, this B-52 driver,” Jon said. “Back in the Cold War, they’d keep a bomber on permanent airborne station, flying great big circles within constant visual of Thule AFB in Greenland. Nuclear-armed, the idea being, if the Russkies struck first and the crew ever lost contact with Thule, they would fly directly for predesignated targets.”

James wrinkled his brow. “No nukes on board. We’re rigged for intel, and ECM.”

“With telemetry that can vector a orbital nuke onto the left corner of a postage stamp,” Jon reminded him.

“I’ve heard that. Haven’t seen it happen yet.”

“Beginning to think we never will. Last dance.” 

“Yes it is.” James hesitated, then asked, “What’ll you remember most?”

“Vladivostok, 1997,” Jon said immediately.

James nodded, expecting no other possible answer. After this long, he could still close his eyes and be back in the cockpit of the ‘bird, sweating in the thick g-suit and oxygen mask. “The Foxhounds,” he said softly.

“They thought they were cute,” Jon said.

“Could’ve been embarrassing.” James could count on one hand the number of supersonic drivers who’d been fired on, ever. 

“Not for us.”

Their predecessors had gone to all kinds of trouble, allowing a near-intercept as pretext for calling off overflights of Russian airspace. The MiG-25 and MiG-31 both possessed the capability in theory to shoot them down, but the odds had always been comfortably long. Say, if radar operators on the ground got a solid ID on them a hundred and fifty miles out, the fighters would have about ninety seconds to scramble and get airborne, and then mash their throttle straight up to sixty thousand feet where they might—might—get off a single missile shot from long range, beyond visual, before running out of momentum and fuel. Not that that missile would be moving much faster than the SR. James had likened it to a short kid shooting a basketball, but the hoop was thirty feet high, and it wasn’t a basketball but a bowling ball, and they only got one shot. Plus, redlining that old Soviet pre-titanium steel would warp the airframe on any MiG that tried it, not to mention destroy an expensive engine, meaning any challengers that stepped up would have been lucky to land, much less ever fly again.

They never got a visual on the Foxhound that fired something very new and very fast at them, in 1997. He’d been watching the curvature of the Earth and waiting for the sun to rise in the west as they outpaced the planet’s rotation; it was a sight not many could claim. The horizon was still more a shimmering band than a clear demarcation, but, wow: it had that bend to it. At nearly twenty miles high, the twin J85s pushed astonishingly efficiently through the minimal atmosphere, cones set to funnel and ride the supersonic shock waves back through the cowl. James knew the air outside was far below freezing, but a pleasant warmth emanated from the thick windows, where he knew the friction-grabbing rivets in the airframe were glowing orange.

“Hold on,” Jon had spoken up from his RIO seat in back.

“Hold on?” James repeated, amused. “You want me to pull over?”

“I’ve got a bogey,” he said. “Thirty thousand feet and incoming.”

“Think we can disregard.”

“Not with that rate of climb. We have a concern here.” Jon sucked in his breath sharply. “Eleven o’clock low,” he said. “Thar she blows.”

Sure enough, James looked off to the left, and just below the horizon blur, a pinprick burned at the top of a white column. “Just the one?” he breathed. 

“Affirm,” Jon said. “We have a missile on intercept course. Recommend evasive action.”

“Sure,” James replied. “Stand by to light this puppy up.” Evasive action consisted of going faster. Topping out officially around mach 3.3, the fastest missile fired at them, in theory, would lose angle for an intercept course quickly. The big engines made a sound like clearing their throats and he felt an acceleration. Out both windows, leading surfaces on the airframe began to glow more intensely.

“Closing,” Jon stated. “Giving it a real broad signature right now.”

James could envision the missile clearly, the size and shape of a telephone pole on fire, bending its course serenely toward theirs.

“Let me get around,” James said. “Show it our tail.”

And the big ‘bird seemed to stretch, waking up as he rolled on throttle. The missile would be tracking behind them now, with all the heat signature it wanted but nowhere near the velocity to catch up. “We happy yet?”

“Closing,” Jon repeated tersely.

“What?! Another?”

“Same. Calling one thousand meters aft and closing.”

“This is bullshit,” James grumbled. “Stand by for full burn.” In no time, the jets were flaring at maximum rated thrust. He didn’t trust instrumentation anymore, but by any ground speed they could be pushing Mach 4.

“Closing.”

James hesitated, flicked a bypass, and engaged the throttles more fully. A shimmy developed in the airframe, and he waited for it to pass.

“Eight hundred meters and closing.”

James cursed and pushed both throttles to their stops. The jolt and rattle was noticeable, like he’d suddenly swerved a car off the paved road onto rocky ground. The plane clunked and bumped, developing a rhythm like shoes in a washing machine.

“Now?” he demanded.

“Steady,” Jon called. 

“Steady!? What the hell are we running from here?” he asked, choking around a knot of fear in his throat.

“Seven hundred meters,” Jon called in a choked voice. “Closing. We’re not beating it on the flat.”

“Shit shit shit,” James breathed. If they weren’t losing the missile at full power in level flight, that narrowed their options. “Altitude?” he asked Jon.

“You wanna be an astronaut?” came the answer. “Or a meteorite?”

The pitch wheel floated beneath his finger. One direction would push the limits of the atmosphere, and would be betting they were more rocket than the missile behind them, with its finite fuel supply. The other would outrun anything made, if they could survive it.

“We already came through seventy-five, we don’t have the climb profile to—”

“Copy that,” James said. Grimly he eased the pitch wheel forward. The horizon line rose past his clouded portholes. The ship bucked and fought him as he pushed the nose further down, power-diving at over four times the speed of sound with the combined forces of gravity and both J85s fully unleashed.

“Falling off!” Jon called. “One thousand meters! Fifteen hundred—no longer tracking!”

James was aware of a cold layer of oily sweat inside his pressure suit. Jon asked as if from far away if they could clear this fucking turbulence now, and James felt it too, a cyclic pulling, like driving with a flat tire, through a pulsing wall of red as he fiddled the pitch wheel with numb fingers, incurring momentarily more Gs than his pressure suit could keep up with. He tried to remember, keep it gentle, this wasn’t a maneuverable fighter jet, and the big chines that gave them lift at altitude would make them sluggish and slow to respond now. His head and wrists felt so heavy he could hold nothing up at all, and he thought, muscle memory, wondering if it ever worked that way, and whether he could keep easing the ship’s nose up as he slowly blacked out.

Then the fog cleared, and they were level again, or nearly so, the tail slewing and yawing, the ship bleeding off airspeed, slowing coming back to his control.

He’d never told anyone but Jon how nearly he had almost killed them both on that day, how close he’d been to just succumbing to the weight and nodding off and cratering them into the tundra. “I was never worried,” Jon had claimed brashly, “But still—g’job not burning us in.”

It wasn’t the kind of story he told Sonja, even then. Their official debriefing had stuck to objective details, ascertaining validity of threat in proportion to evasive measures; fear never came into those assessments, ever, as an unspoken rule. He’d confessed it only to Jon, who had trusted him still, flown with him anyway. They didn’t make a card in the Hallmark aisle for that.
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“It’s been a career,” Jon said now.  

James didn’t ask if he was ready for it to be over.

“About time we headed home?”

“About.” 

Coming in for their last landing, bringing the heavy Rivet Joint in slow over Ohio cornfields still gave him that old stomach-drop feeling. Their final debriefing would be exhaustive, and on its other side, he’d be a civilian. 

James would be glad to quit hauling his family all over the country. Rosa spent all her time online, and continually rearranging her geography hadn’t helped her unplug and make friends in the real world. Leo worried him, the violence and acting out, and it was harder and harder anymore to find in his face the little boy he’d been, the open gaze, the ready smile. Sonja didn’t need routine so much as time, he thought, and space; it was hard to tell whether all the meds, the anti-anxieties, the antidepressants, were insulating or suffocating her, though. He couldn’t stop imagining her walling herself off, sealing herself brick after brick into her own tiny room.

He throttled the big plane back for approach, and here came the runway, rising to meet them. Here was the contact, the gear touching then taking weight; here was his hand on the controls, reversing thrust and rocking them forward, here was the last whoosh and crescendo of a hundred-ton craft heeling to his command.

After the engines had spun down, and the airmen and mechanics chocked their wheels and begun their post-flight, Jon prompted, “You ready?”

“Not really,” James said, reaching to unfasten his harness anyway.

As they deplaned, he tried to pay attention, be present for once—not to his actions, so much, though he self-consciously drew his mirrored sunglasses down and then back up. No, he was more concerned with the slant of late afternoon light, the cool spring air blending with the asphalt-smell of tarmac after a day in the sun. It was a good enough world, he thought, and he’d meant it no harm. 

Presently an open jeep rounded a distant hangar and turned toward them, the tiny buzzing of its motor absurd this far away. As it drew closer, James counted two, no three, MPs in back. “We get a whole escort,” he murmured to Jon.

Jon nodded, impressed. “It’s like they actually read past the first page of our resume.” Their debriefing was going to have to take hours, encompassing decades.

Suddenly, a bicycle swerved around from the other side of the aircraft as a wild-haired man in a light blue jumpsuit pedaled furiously to intercept the jeep. The man dismounted just as the jeep pulled up and the MPs piled out. “Hold up,” he said, panting, “hold up.” He was dressed like a civilian janitor, and wore plastic, neon-orange-rimmed shades.

“Stand aside,” the first MP told him stiffly.

“You plan us a surprise?” Jon muttered.

“I don’t know,” James said. “This looks interesting.”

“I mean I was expecting more of the giant-cake kind of thing, with a—”

And that was when the man in the jumpsuit went apeshit, hands flying as he scrabbled to produce a security card, which he straight-armed at the MP’s face. “Do you have any idea what fucking color that is?” he demanded. “Do you?” He snapped his orange shades up on top of his head and blinked rapidly, his eyes pale and huge.

He said something else quickly, that made the MPs swear and looked pissed. They got back in their jeep, though, and then whipped around and sputtered off.

“There goes our ride,” Jon mused.

The man with the orange glasses muttered to himself, stabbing for a pocket in his baggy coveralls, and finally finding one for the mysterious card. “Motherfuckers can’t even pronounce that clearance level, why they let them walk around here armed, I’ll never know.” He stretched his face into a manic smile. “Name’s Leary,” he said. “On the occasion of your retirement, we’d like to ask a few minutes of your time.”

“We?” Jon asked, deadpan.

Leary nodded. “I’m sure you’ll find it worthwhile.”
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Presented with no alternative, they followed as Leary wheeled the bike toward a disused corner of the airbase. He took a call on his cell, answering, “I don’t know sweetie. Microwave it maybe three minutes, on high? I’ll be home later.” Finally he put down his kickstand and parked the bike, then led them further past several concrete and corrugated steel sheds and up the steps of a nondescript brick building. The heavy double doors were not locked, and inside, the empty hallways smelled of dust and mopped concrete. Leary navigated the turns and stairways of the building efficiently, then turned the rattly handle of a door paneled with smoked pebbly glass, like the guidance counselor’s office in some old high school.

A broad shadow appeared through the glass, and a large, bearded man appeared in the doorway. He looked like a roadie for a heavy metal band. He spoke Leary’s name.

“Oswald,” Leary replied. “You coming or going?”

The two did the awkward dance of stepping aside and motioning the other to go ahead, until finally Oswald took a huge step back and drew the door fully open, gesturing for them to enter. When they had, he murmured, “See you,” and left, pulling the door behind him.

The room was dimly lit and sparsely furnished. Two men in suits sat behind a table with a single bright desk lamp. One of the men was very old, and he gestured toward two straight-backed wooden chairs, a few feet apart in the middle of the room. Leary nudged Jon and James forward, gave them a tense grin, and took his place standing behind the men at the table.

James and Jon sat in the chairs.

The old man leaned forward, and in the flat artificial light, his skin looked weathered and colorless, worn like an old suitcase. He raised a hand toward his lips then put it down, as if used to holding a cigarette. “Colonel Calder,” the man spoke, his voice ragged as if he’d been awake a long time. “Colonel Schiffer. Read from their files, Mr. Kimball.”

The younger man opened a folder before him, but Leary interjected before he could speak. “These gentlemen have flown high-speed recon at the edge of space, treetop-level Chairlift evacs, and twenty years of black flights in between, in everything from Bird Dogs to Blackbirds. Their experience makes them pre-eminently—possibly uniquely—qualified.”

“Most of that never happened,” Jon said.

Leary smirked and slid his orange sunglasses down and then back up, gathering wiry frazzled hair up onto his forehead. 

The old man commented, “You’re talking about sheep-dipping these gentlemen.”

Kimball cleared his throat and leaned forward. In the harsh light from the desk lamp, James saw that he was not young either, and might have been his father’s age. 

“Sheep,” the old man pronounced in a rasping voice with a hint of a southern accent, “dip.” He carefully arranged his elbows on the table before him and blinked behind frameless bifocals. “When I was a boy, on the farm, we would immerse a sheep in a pesticide bath,” he spoke. “And when we pulled it out,” he said, removing his glasses and pointing with them, “it was the same sheep as before. And yet, it was not exactly the same sheep. If you catch my meaning.”

“I’ve heard that term,” Jon said, “but never in an official context. Which begs the question, of who we’re speaking with now. And the purpose of this conversation.”

The old man blinked dismissively. “We perform an independent watchdog function parallel to government,” he said. Leary rolled his eyes and nodded, and Kimball remained impassive. “We are decentralized and unacknowledged.”

“‘No Such Agency’” Leary added, making air quotes with his fingers. “Think Illuminati, except without the flashy budget.”

The old man twitched the corner of his lips wryly. “Organizations that don’t exist,” he quipped, “do not concern themselves with budgets.” He cleared his throat, and waved his fingers curtly. “To your question, though, we are asking you to keep flying the same type of assignments. Electronic monitoring and the like. You would, however, no longer be serving as United States Air Force, and you would operate under a failsafe directive.”

“Failsafe?” Jon repeated. “Isn’t that a little Dr. Strangelove?”

Kimball scowled, arms folded over his chest. Leary grinned and flashed his eyebrows.

The old man gave a pallid smile, as if he got the reference but did not appreciate the humor. “Indeed,” he said, and sighed. “The political climate is unprecedented. It has been known that certain low-frequency transmissions are being used to divert unfavorable media broadcasts, as well as to distract and disorient susceptible segments of the population. Recently, we have identified a source of these transmissions.”

“You want us to jam a radio signal,” James said, confused. It was not even an extraordinary mission: the Rivet Joint carried enough electronic firepower to melt a transmitter a hundred miles away.

“To disable a facility, yes,” the old man said carefully. “The ionospheric heater at Svalbard has been the origin of low-frequency transmissions amplified by our own Arctic HAARP array and then directed against an American public.” He smiled faintly. “The Svalbard installation happens to be Norwegian-flagged. As a NATO facility, this makes it a politically sensitive target.”

“A NATO facility,” Jon repeated.

“Correct.”

Jon’s jawline hardened. “You want us to fly a false flag mission against allied assets.”

The old man looked momentarily surprised. “Oh no,” he said. “Nothing false about it. You see,” he began, and glanced at Kimball beside him, who nodded almost imperceptibly. “We have become aware of an element intent on disrupting the orderly succession and restoring the former POTUS to power. An internal coup, effectively. The outgoing regime’s appointed loyalists remain in command of the installation’s active measures capabilities, and it is believed they intend to intensify the low-frequency broadcasts to induce public agitation—provoking widespread rioting and unrest, and generating ample pretext to invoke martial law and indefinitely suspend any transfer of power.” He steepled his fingers thoughtfully. “No doubt such an engineered uprising would be couched as the will of an outraged American people, protesting the unfair removal of their beloved leader. Needless to say, we need to neutralize their active measure capabilities before they can be used on American citizens to foment an ersatz grassroots revolution.”  

“OK,” Jon countered, “but the neutralizing part’s not so much our gig though. We’re glorified chauffeurs, and the techs we carry don’t usually ask our opinion.”

Leary snickered. “Fucking Ravens, sounds about right.”

James did not comment, but traded a look with Jon.

“We’ve had a similar conversation with your electronic warfare officers,” Kimball spoke. 

“Great,” James said, opening his hands palm-up. “Then I don’t understand why you need our help, specifically.”

The old man smiled slightly. “Your technicians do not fully trust you, and you do not fully trust them,” he said, “and that is as it should be.” He shifted uncomfortably but kept smiling, as if he enjoyed this part. “But as commanders of an active targeting platform, your responsibilities include responding to any mission interference with protocols up to and including Empty Quiver, Broken Arrow, and Bent Spear.”

James sat silently. Everyone was silent. James noticed, not even a clock ticked on the wall; there was nothing on any of the walls. He could almost hear dust settling in the room.

“Those are nuclear,” Jon finally blurted.

“Exactly.”

Jon said melodramatically, “That—is exactly—the plot—of Dr. Strangelove,” and looked around nervously, waiting for anyone else to react to the obvious absurdity. No one did.

“It’s exactly the opposite,” the old man snapped. “We are tasking you with preventing treasonous rogue action, and giving you the direct means to countermand it.” He murmured to Kimball, who produced two plastic cards on lanyards. Even in the darkened room, they caught a shimmer of light from somewhere. Kimball pushed them across the table. “Your clearances have been adjusted accordingly.”

James looked over his own card, which resembled the one Leary had used to dismiss their scheduled escort. This one had his photo, a standard ID headshot with a blue background. “You made these up in advance,” he said. The photo was recent, but wasn’t taken from his current ID or driver’s license or passport or anything he could remember posing for.

The old man adjusted his chair, with some effort, and continued. “We were hopeful regarding your cooperation.” He smiled across the table at them, his eyes milky. 

“And if we’re not interested?” Jon asked. “What if we’re, just hypothetically, like thanks but no thanks, find someone else? I mean, our retirement party’s been pretty planned, I can’t help feeling we’re standing up some serious brass right now.”

The old man gave a little jump at this, an odd burp of laughter erupting from his lips. “Your superiors,” he said, “will be more than conducive to our arrangement, I’m quite certain.” He looked between James and Jon, and smiled almost shyly. “Any mutinous elements, loyal to the outgoing administration, will expect you to be uninformed, and perhaps even sympathetic.” He leaned forward then, and said quietly, confidentially, like they’d been friends for years, “You are our most preferable means of disabling the Svalbard array, but not the only contingency. We are multifaceted. Don’t worry. We’re going to come out on the right side of this.”
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Kimball drove them across the base in a mail truck, the three of them seated stiffly across the front bench seat. Kimball gazed morosely into the pool of light thrown by their headlights, and offered no explanation for the vehicle or anything else.

“Well that was unexpected,” Jon said in the parking lot, after the mail truck puttered away.

After this many years together, James didn’t bat an eye at the understatement, and it’s not like Jon did it for the reaction. If he wasn’t speaking ironically, he wasn’t talking.

It was more than a little anticlimactic anyway, to be standing here by his Explorer and Jon’s Toyota, keys out as if heading uneventfully home, mission-tired as always, though that morning they had fully believed the mission would be their last one. Now a couple of moonlit night birds floated across the sky, and a train whistled somewhere in the distance, across the river.

“What am I going to tell Sonja?” James mused, as always, saying what he didn’t need to. “What’ll you say to Mandy?”

Jon shrugged. “Don’t know. That we got stop-lossed? It happens.”

James nodded slowly. “So,” he said. “We believe this is real then?”

Jon exhaled through his teeth. “We were getting out,” he said, “because of what we couldn’t control. Because, we couldn’t be sure what we’d be used for, anymore. Isn’t that right?”

James asked, “And we have that control now?”

“Oh no,” Jon said. “None at all. But, the single new directive? The, prevent a violent coup to overthrow American democracy? I feel a need to get behind that. Don’t you? With everything that’s going on?”

“Someone needs to.”

“Exactly.” Jon shook his head and raised one fist, aping the latest alarming popular slogan: “One Nation Alone,” he chanted low, affecting a glazed look. “Something’s wrong with people’s brains, out there. Infrasonics, low-frequency transmissions? It explains some things.”

James broke his gaze from the middle distance and fixed it on Jon. “We’re doing this then?” he asked. “Getting involved?”

Jon hesitated. “Well,” he said. “There’s no doubt about it, change is coming. I’m trying to think of it like surfing: do what it takes, to stay on the top of that wave. Right?”

James looked at his copilot, perplexed. “When in this world have you ever been a surfer?” For a minute it was totally possible to imagine years of Jon’s life he’d never talked about, tanning and catching waves on some California beach.

“Never,” Jon said, his voice somewhere between defensive and disappointed. “I always wanted to try it.”
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When her father suddenly pulled open the door, she was caught, obviously eavesdropping, stumbling over herself.

“Rosa,” he said.

“Dad,” she said back casually, as if it were perfectly natural for her to be just standing here, in the hall. As embarrassed as she was, though, her father looked more uncomfortable. “Is there something—” she started to ask.

“Pockets!” he burst, interrupting her.

“What?”

“You know what,” he said. “If you had to survive on what’s in your pockets, right now. What have you got?” 

It was an old game, one they hadn’t played in a while, but his forced enthusiasm seemed so desperate, she went with it. She smiled sadly and patted the pockets of her cargo shorts. “I’d be a goner I guess,” she said. “Nothing but lint.”

“You’ve got five minutes then,” he said. “Tell me in the kitchen. Over breakfast.”

Usually she gamed through breakfast and grabbed a granola bar on her way out the door, but today she poured a bowl of Cheerios, curious what she could find out if she played along. Leo was already at the table, tapping madly at a first-person shooter on his tablet and ignoring his plate of buttered toast, and her father was pouring boiling water into a mug for instant coffee.

Her mother drifted over with a juice cup and ran out of momentum blocking the drawer with the spoons, so Rosa skipped the milk and pinched up a few Cheerios to crunch dry. Her father had been about to reach for something to stir his coffee, then stopped and just swirled his mug. Her mother stared at the juice cup as if unable to remember any step that could come next. Rosa took her dry cereal to the table, and her dad joined her.

“So pockets,” she said. “You go first.”

He looked at her shrewdly, then began laying items on the table. “Car keys. Wallet. Two pieces of gum.”

“I’m not impressed,” Rosa said.

“I’m not done. One pen, one pencil. My phone, my pocketknife...”

“What have you got, a backpack? Rules are, pockets only.”

“...Twenty-dollar bill, four quarters, and—the credit card in my wallet. Still think I win.”

Rosa tilted her head back, fixed her dad with a self-assured expression, and said, “You gave me five minutes.” She dropped a fistful of plastic baggies tangled in with a couple rubber bands onto the table, along with a flash drive and her house key and a good ballpoint pen. From her other pocket she withdrew her phone, with a twenty dollar bill folded and just showing through its case.

“I don’t know,” her dad said. “Just that? What can you do?”

“Everything,” she said. “Whatever’s necessary: I can cut stuff with my key, or rubber-band it together. I have a waterproof seal for the phone, which has a flashlight, buys what I want, communicates anywhere, and—it’s information. Beat that. If it’s not digital, I don’t want it. I travel light!” It felt good, possessing in such a small space the ability to sever or bind, write or mark things, create light, contain something and waterproof it, buy what she needed, and save or transfer the information that was her life. These few items conferred power, options. Independence.

Her father rubbed his chin. “What about when you’re out of cell coverage?”

“Because I’m camping, in the third world? Hanging out in a cornfield? Maybe, touring a coal mine?”

“Your battery could die.”

“You could buy me a backup.”

He added, suddenly serious, “Kids, both of you: carry something for ID. And don’t be anywhere you don’t want to be IDed.”

“Jesus Dad,” she said. “I’m going to school, not a mission behind enemy lines.”

He went on, “You should have a buff or a bandana too, something more multipurpose than a mask.”

Her mother murmured, “James, stop it. You’re scaring her.”

Rosa smiled at the ceiling, an expression of patience she’d been cultivating. “Dad,” she said. “When you flying next?”

“Oh,” he said, barking a short laugh. “I think we’d all love to know.”

She asked what that meant, and he caught himself and said, “Nothing. And, that’s classified.”

“Listen to you,” Rosa said. “Aren’t you the shit.”

“Language,” her mother protested half-heartedly, still staring at her juice glass.

Her father glanced at her, then to the sliding door where McDonnell sat on the other side of the glass, switching his tail impatiently. “I’m not sure that cat’s regulation,” he said, and gave Rosa a strained smile. It was an expression he wore a lot lately, and while it failed utterly at looking happy, it usually, in Rosa at least, incited sympathy.

“I thought he was standard issue,” Rosa said, hopping up to let the cat inside. “Came with the apartment.” The cat stepped over the sill, narrowed his eyes at Leo, and pushed his head once against Rosa’s shin, grumbling in his trademark weird talk-growl. Rosa had never heard him meow or make a normal cat sound, only this drawn-out sotto-voce complaint. 

“Well are we still on for the airshow this weekend?” she asked. “If you don’t know when you’re flying?” The airshow was supposed to be not bad, with the Blue Angels headlining, and the farm team, like JV, for the Thunderbirds, not that most spectators could tell the difference; but also some really rare planes and restored still-flying antiques. “Your backstage pass still good?”

“Oh,” he said. “I might have better than that.” His grin broadened, looking a little desperate. “Why don’t I drive you both to school?”

“If it’s another history lesson, I’m out,” Leo said. “I’ll ride the bus.”

Her dad looked a little hurt, but said, “After school then, Leo. We’ll spend some time.”

Leo shrugged, not looking up from his screen.
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“Let me drive?” she tried on the way to the car. “I’ve practically got my learner’s permit.”

“Solo single-engine requirements, check,” he said, getting in behind the wheel. “VFR and instrument rating—when you’re old enough? I have absolute confidence you’ll nail the cert. But operating an automobile? Not yet.”

“I mean there’s less to run into, flying,” Rosa said as he backed them out of the driveway. More than driving, she was looking forward to when she could actually fly solo, which was about more than just independence. Flying was freedom from the world and all its daily gravity, suspended in air and in time. “You keep saying, I can log some more hours soon.”

“I do,” her father said, awfully pleased with himself. “I do keep saying that.”

Rosa eyed the Explorer’s dashboard clock. She was supposed to be in homeroom in ten minutes, and the school was the other way. “Oh look,” she said, her voice a parody of concern, “I’m going to miss first period.”

“Maybe some things,” her father said, “are more important than school.” Which was intriguing, and a line of thought Rosa was not inclined to question.

Instead of heading north and out of town to the civilian airport, her father stayed on the main street toward the river and the airbase, where a feeder road split toward the primary security checkpoint on the left, and public parking for the Air Force Museum on the right. Rosa said, “I’ve been to the museum, you know, right? History class, field trip—you signed the form. Although, I could’ve basically given their tour myself.”

“We’re not going to the museum. Per se.”

Her father was enjoying this immensely, keeping her curious, and Rosa gave up. He looked over quickly, his eyebrows shaped in a scowl, then back to the road. “So your gaming session this morning,” he said. “You log in as me again? Does my dot.mil account still work?”

“Wait, what?” Rosa said. “Why wouldn’t it?”

They’d passed the public parking, and her father was slowing as they approached the security checkpoint. A short line of cars awaited clearance, and a mechanical pike raised and lowered, letting them in one at a time through a short gauntlet of fencing. The morning sun glinted brilliantly off all the tiny metallic blades adorning loop after loop of razor wire. Beyond the fence lay just a few low buildings, and then acres and acres of runway. The sky burned a radiant blue above it all. “This isn’t the museum,” she said.

“I already told you that,” her father said, reaching for his back pocket as the line inched forward. The iridescent sheen from the badge he withdrew rippled in the sun.

“Hey, you didn’t play that earlier,” Rosa pointed out. “For pockets. It’s shiny, what’d you, get your clearance upped?”

Her father turned up the volume on the radio, evading her question. It was the usual, reporters chattering about international brinksmanship and Constitutional Crisis, protests turning violent in cities she’d never been to, some Russian thing in the Arctic. Then a burst of white noise suddenly intruded, cutting off another reporter speculating on the presidential succession. It happened all the time anymore, blasts of static on both radio and TV, random websites going dark. Supposedly it was sunspot activity, but it mostly affected political stuff, not her gaming sites that she cared about.

The channel skipped to a soundbite from the last president, the one she thought was out of office already but was on all the news more than ever. “Well I don’t think it’ll go any other way,” he said. “But in the event I am unfairly forced out of office, which is the only way I leave—I don’t believe it can happen, but hypothetically, if you’re asking? My vision of an America without me in charge? I mean, I don’t think our citizens would stand for that. But if you’re asking? If it happened. I see a pit, a literal pit, a smoking radioactive pit, crawling with, I don’t know, raccoons and cockroaches.” Low chuckling. “I mean, they survive anything, am I right?”

A commentator remarked that some were taking these remarks as threatening.

“I think it’s clearly a metaphor,” another voice replied. “When he says ‘raccoons,’ when he says ‘cockroaches,’ he’s obviously talking about criminals, illegal persons.”

“And the pit?”

“Well the pit’s society, Mark. It’s not complicated, it’s a metaphor.”

“He did use the word ‘literal.’ A ‘literal smoking pit.’”

“Right. A figurative, literal pit.”

A second of dead air followed until the first commentator resumed. “Some are expressing fear of violence from his followers, if they perceive their president to have been unfairly persecuted and driven from office.”

“Are we speculating about things that haven’t happened, Mark? Is that what we’re doing?”

Her father turned the radio off, his expression somewhere between incredulity and disgust. “The whole Cold War,” he said slowly, “this base was number two on the Russian hit list. Right after NORAD—even above Mount Weather. Things ever went nuclear, everything you see really would be a radioactive pit.”

Rosa knew this. “Communications hub,” she said. “Right?”

Her father nodded. “Also, command and control. Primary evac base for the whole East Coast, with the runway length and capacity for further rearward staging. Experimental stuff, too.”

The line moved forward. At the guardhouse, he handed his security pass through his window to an airman who looked barely older than Rosa. 

The kid’s eyes were narrowed, possibly against the bright sun, but the rest of his expression—clenched jaw, severe beady stare—looked affected. Her father asked about early arrivals for the airshow, and the kid gave directions through the base and “around back of the museum.” The kid’s ears were sunburned, and when he turned to look at something on a screen, Rosa could tell from the pale skin at the back of his neck that his crewcut was brand new. 

As the gate lifted, the guard snapped to attention, throwing a stiff salute.

They drove through, and onto the oxbow peninsula that comprised the airbase: although Rosa could not see the river on either side, she knew it was there. It was practical land use to build the runways surrounded by water, with the military jets’ noise levels and thermal exhaust plumes. And conveniently, the river provided a natural perimeter.

“We’re here,” her father said, parking behind a vast low hangar with a row of oversized reticulated garage doors, all lowered. A stenciled sign read AIRSHOW - EXHIBITS - CHECK-IN. Half a dozen historical aircraft including two P-51 Mustangs and a Vietnam-era Huey sat on an apron. 

“Hello,” said Rosa, getting out and appraising the Huey. “Who’s left this all unattended?”

The Huey wasn’t a pretty aircraft to begin with, and the garish shark’s teeth painted around the nose of this one didn’t help. In real life, it struck her as especially ungainly, cargo doors gaping, windows bulging like the eyes of some grotesque bug. Its rotors hung limp, unsecured.

“You like?” her father asked, striding toward the helicopter.

“Yeah,” she said. “So we can check it out? Nobody minds?”

“They’re giving rides in her all weekend,” he said. “Flew in from Michigan last night.”

When they’d just moved to Ohio, her father had gotten her in to see one of the Stealth Fighters up close, and they’d been in the back of the museum before to tour the restoration bays. They had been able to look, though, never to touch, and Rosa was prepared to keep her distance now, until her father put his hand to the helicopter’s door. She saw just a hint of hesitation to his face before he pulled—and then it opened.

All right, she thought. “Selfie in the pilot seat,” she called, ready for her father to rebuff her.

“Copilot!” he said instead, swinging open the door for her and going around himself to the other side.

Both seats had helmets on them. Her father put his on, and nodded for her to do the same.

“Dad,” she said.

“Seatbelts too,” he said.

“We can’t,” she blurted, her heart in her throat, any pretense of being reserved or cool gone. “Dad, wait.”

He didn’t wait, already working the controls. The turbine started with a low whine, and Rosa’s fingertips felt numb. She glanced nervously out to see if jeeps with flashing lights were racing across the runway.

“Hey!” her father said. “I could drop you off at school in this thing.” He raised his visor and gave her an anxious grin. “There’s, what, a football field or something there, right?”

“Dad don’t. Somebody made a mistake, turn it off. We’ll get in trouble.”

“I’m kidding, relax. We’ll keep it on the base. Let me take us up a couple hundred feet, and you can try out the controls.”

“Dad!”

He grinned, more manically than before. “What are they going to do? Court-martial me?”

“That guard, when we came in,” she started. “He didn’t scan your ID tag. And you’re not even in uniform.”

“Sweetheart,” he said. “I don’t think I even scan anymore.”

“Dad?” she asked, uncertain. 

He snapped his visor back down. And it was hard for her to concentrate or stay worried, over everything else as the engine noise got louder and louder, the whine escalating impossibly in pitch. She could smell the machine oil and feel the vibration, all the things she’d never felt in a sim. The speakers on her computer couldn’t replicate this rising tone that rang through her ears, surrounded her, buzzed in her solar plexus.

Then the slow chuff began, taking forever, the part the games always sped up and skipped through. A shadow crossed the cockpit, then another, accelerating as the rotor began to spin above them, the sound like an old locomotive gradually picking up speed, and then the alternating shadows disappeared, the noise rising to a clatter she couldn’t have shouted over if she’d even had her voice.

Gently, then, her father eased them off the ground. Rosa felt both elated and sick, a weakness penetrating all her limbs. He didn’t mean what he’d said, about letting her fly it. He couldn’t have. If he took the joke further, she’d refuse to even touch the control yoke. Just being along for the ride, she told herself, was pretty awesome.

Hovering over the tarmac, as she’d known and feared and hoped he would, he floated his hands off his own stick and nodded at her. “Your ship!” he shouted.

“I can’t!” she yelled back, shaking her head exaggeratedly.

“I’m not even flying! You have to!”

She shook her head again.

“Rosa! You know what to do! I was totally unready, when they gave me a Blackbird!”

Which would have been different, Rosa thought: nothing would prepare you for flying a Blackbird. At mach 3, you probably barely aimed the thing. Over the noise, she shouted, “That never happened!” She knew well that her dad flew nothing but slow, lazy weather missions—not even hurricanes or anything cool, just mapping icecaps and magnetic fields and things.

“Exactly!” her father shouted back, tilting his visor back up. He was smiling genuinely now, relaxed and in the moment. “I don’t even exist!”

The control stick vibrated under her palms like a live thing, but when she moved it gently, the whole craft responded to her will, exactly as some part of her knew it would.
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Rosa felt high, giddy, when she climbed out of the cockpit, the tarmac almost insubstantial beneath her feet. “Dad,” she gushed, the words tumbling out, the noise of the rotors still
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