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CHAPTER ONETHE CRASH
The tide would reach the first evidence flag in forty-one minutes, and the insurer had already decided who was guilty.
Andrew Clark signed his name in ink beneath FRAGMENT 6C. The paper tag had gone soft in the fog. His glove squeaked against the evidence bag as he passed it to the county technician, who checked Andrew’s signature, checked the clock, and looked toward the water with the fixed resentment of a man being timed by the Gulf of Mexico.
Beyond them, the Matagorda marsh had swallowed most of a charter helicopter. What remained above the cordgrass looked less like wreckage than an argument conducted in black composite: half a rotor blade, a seat rail bright where it had torn, insulation drifting across the mud in wet yellow clumps. A portable generator vibrated through Andrew’s boot soles. The air smelled of salt, burned resin, and jet fuel too diluted to ignite but not to enter the mouth.
“Six hundred yards from the pad,” the technician said, passing him the next tag. “Four aboard. Owner at the controls.”
Andrew checked the manifest. Beside the owner were his wife, their son, and their daughter. The tags called them Occupants One through Four. He signed the next one.
The sheriff’s deputy at the tape lifted his wrist display. “Thirty-eight minutes.”
“You said forty-one.”
“Three minutes happened.” The deputy’s rain shell carried COUNTY SHERIFF across the back in reflective letters. He stood with one boot in county mud and the other beside a federal evidence crate, guarding a jurisdiction he wanted returned in its original packaging. “When the tide crosses flag twelve, I’m clearing the south grid. If the Bureau, the safety board, and the insurance people wish to fight the ocean, I’ll provide a form.”
“Does the ocean sign?” Andrew asked.
“Better than some.”
The insurer’s claims adjuster picked her way toward them in white disposable overboots already brown to the ankle. A transparent claims display floated across the inside of her safety visor. Its conclusions changed as field records arrived, not because it understood the crash but because its job was to turn uncertainty into reserves before uncertainty hired counsel.
“Agent Clark,” she said. “The manufacturer-defect branch has closed.”
“We’re still collecting the manufacturer.”
“All recovered avionics passed self-test through loss of power. Maintenance compliance is current. No structural defect has met the retention threshold. The model is moving primary exposure to operator causation.”
On her visor, green became gray. Somewhere, without waiting for the marsh to surrender the rest of the aircraft, money changed posture.
“Release status?” the deputy asked.
“The safety-board investigator-in-charge has cleared the grid. Bureau concurrence remains.”
The deputy looked at Andrew. “That’s you.”
“A threat against the company’s federal work brought us here,” Andrew said. “I can’t exclude interference yet.”
The deputy tucked the release form inside his rain shell.
Andrew looked past the adjuster toward the fragments laid on black mesh. “You have the radio-altimeter log?”
She sent it to his field slate. “Nominal.”
So was the autopilot. So was the inertial package. The terrain database had authenticated at departure and again after recovery.
The deputy glanced at the wreckage. “That’s a lot of excellent work for being in a swamp.”
The adjuster’s mouth tightened. “There was no reportable mechanical failure.”
“The autopilot followed the altitude it was given,” Andrew said, holding the two traces beside each other. “What checked that altitude?”
“The recovered systems agree.”
He looked across the marsh toward the pad. “They agreed all the way down. Show me the antenna recovery.”
The county technician pointed with a capped marker. “Six-F. Forward fairing. North grid.”
Andrew walked the grid again.
Fog beaded on his eyelashes. The mud resisted each step, releasing his boots with a soft intestinal pull. Flags clicked in the wind. He moved from the first rotor strike toward the main scar, not following the aircraft’s destruction this time but reconstructing the surface that had met the air before the rest of it met the ground.
A gouge no deeper than a finger ran through the cordgrass and ended without finding wreckage. He photographed it and labeled the file with the grid letter. Even on the county’s boards, he could feel the planks sinking beneath his heels.
Fragment 6F lay in a shallow tray: a curved piece of composite no larger than his palm, painted belly gray. One edge was shattered. The other carried a clean crescent where the saltwater refused to spread.
Andrew crouched. The muscles across his lower back objected and were ignored. “Who cleaned this?”
“Nobody,” the technician said. “Freshwater mist only. No solvent.”
He tilted the tray toward the field lamps. For an instant the crescent vanished. At a lower angle it returned as a faint grid, too regular to be a fracture and too fine to belong to the paint.
The adjuster leaned closer. “Protective film?”
“Not on the manufacturer’s bill of materials.” Andrew switched the imager to conductive-structure mode. Silver nanowires appeared in a nearly transparent lattice. He ran the instrument across it; absorption climbed across the radio-altimeter band.
“Would inspection find that?” the technician asked.
“Not easily. It could weaken the ground echo.”
“Enough to put them here?”
“Bag the whole fairing. The lab needs to test it.”
Two branches reopened in the adjuster’s visor.
“Could be maintenance contamination,” she said.
“Then maintenance bought it.”
“Could be environmental.”
“Then the environment laid down a resonant lattice and stopped at the fairing seam.”
The deputy checked the tide again.
Andrew took two swabs from the clean edge, sealed them separately, and wrote the time on both labels. The action changed the field slate. ACCIDENT remained at the top of the case, but a new classification opened beneath it: SUSPECTED INTENTIONAL INTERFERENCE. The insurer’s system requested authority to dispute the designation. Andrew denied the request and signed the denial.
“Expand the hold to the operator’s maintenance bay, cleaning inventory, and the last sixty days of access logs,” he told the Bureau intake layer. “Preserve external camera feeds before routine deletion.”
The layer asked, “Probable-cause basis?”
“Unknown conductive laminate on a flight-critical antenna fairing. No matching maintenance entry.”
“Intent classification remains below charging threshold.”
“I didn’t ask it to charge anyone.”
The preservation requests opened with expiry dates. Andrew entered the renewal deadlines on his slate.
The deputy began pulling flags ahead of the water. The adjuster stepped aside to speak to counsel. Behind her visor, liability migrated from operator to maintenance vendor to unknown third party and back again, a school of nervous fish avoiding a net.
Andrew carried Fragment 6F to the mobile locker himself.
By the time he left the coast, daylight had thinned the fog without lifting it. The Bureau vehicle held the wet chill of recycled air and old coffee. His cuffs smelled faintly of fuel. He set the field slate in its cradle and directed the investigative layer to open a commercial-record sweep.
“Define target population,” it said.
“Owner, flight crew, operator personnel, maintenance personnel, recent contractors, known threat subjects, and first-degree transaction proxies.”
“Current population: one thousand eight hundred forty-two entities. Rank by assessed motive?”
“No.”
“Specify ranking criterion.”
“Acquisition.”
The system waited for a legal scope, not an explanation. Andrew gave it one: public records and licensed commercial data first; protected accounts to a warrant queue; no adverse inference from privacy settings alone. Then he listed what to find—optically clear conductive films, fluoropolymer solvents, precision cutting tools, short-term spectrum-analyzer rentals, and premium fog forecasts for the approach corridor.
“Include weather products?” the layer asked.
“Yes.”
“Weather is not an implement.”
“Someone may have paid to know when the fog would come.”
The request compiled. Andrew added the delivery records to the purchase search; buying the film would not tell him who had fitted it.
“Initial pass in seventeen minutes,” the system said.
Andrew turned inland. The insurer’s conclusion was that the helicopter had not failed. Andrew had found a coating no maintenance record accounted for. The difference now had a case number.
*  *  *
Three weeks later, the Matagorda file lay locked and face-down on the sideboard. His wife, Nora, knew it was a charter crash and that Andrew had worked it for twenty-one days. She did not know the report’s Occupants Three and Four had been children. The distinction was compliant.
The laboratory still had the helicopter’s antenna fairing. The purchase inquiry had traced the coating to a delivery address. Nobody there had yet agreed to explain what had been sent on from it. Andrew had promised the case officer an interview before the end of the week.
“You replaced them,” Nora said.
Andrew looked down at his shoes. Black, plain, new enough to shine. He had cleaned the old pair before turning them in.
“The tread reached the replacement threshold,” he said.
Nora still wore her county-office clothes and the gray cardigan she needed under its air-conditioning. A loose thread trailed from the left cuff as she stirred the pan. She had washed her hands before taking off her coat. He had noticed, then asked whether dinner needed anything.
At the county continuity-and-probate office, Nora worked with estates and continuants: digital minds reconstructed from recorded memories and behavior, running on servers while families disputed whether the claimant was a person or property. He had not asked what she had brought home from that.
“Most men wait until shoes develop weather.”
“Most men are not issued ankles.”
She turned and looked at him.
On the refrigerator behind her, held beneath a yellow magnet shaped like a lemon, was the confirmation for two nights in Galveston. The paper had curled at the lower corners. The first date had been crossed out. So had the second. The third remained uncrossed, which was not the same as being believed.
“I married a man, Andrew. Not a—” Her hand went toward the refrigerator, the lemon magnet, the dates crossed out twice. “Not a schedule.”
He checked whether she was joking and lost two seconds to the calculation.
Nora watched him lose them.
“That,” she said, “was almost sweet.”
The house had been built before either of them had owned anything worth insuring. Its second set of windows kept out most of the heat; the kitchen cabinets still caught in damp weather. Last month the county had valued it at nine hundred and sixty thousand dollars. The mortgage payment had not changed. The insurance renewal had. Andrew had left the two notices together until Nora put them in separate drawers.
Andrew set the plates on the table. The plates were white, chipped at the rims, and older than the marriage in which they were now being used as neutral territory. He aligned the silverware by habit, noticed himself doing it, and moved Nora’s fork a fraction out of line. The gesture looked artificial. He put it back.
Outside, the palms along the drainage canal bent inland beneath a wind that had arrived without rain. The sky over South Texas had gone the bruised purple that weather services described as elevated convective potential and everyone else described as ugly. A baseball game played across the viewing wall in the living room, with captions on and a storm warning pulsing silently in one corner. Nora had turned off the personalized commentary; she wanted to hear the same game Andrew heard when either of them remembered to listen. Neither was watching now.
Nora brought the pan to the table. Lemon and garlic rose with the steam. The chicken skin had caught at one edge, and she loosened it with the spatula before setting the pan on the old cork mat.
“Bureau socks too?” she asked.
“They’re comfortable.”
“They’re gray.”
“Those conditions can coexist.”
“That’s the sort of thing gray socks would say.”
He served her first, finding the smaller piece she preferred.
Nora sat. “Wine?”
Andrew looked at the bottle on the counter. It had been bought for Galveston. Then for the second Galveston. Tonight it had been demoted to dinner, the civilian afterlife of abandoned plans.
“It’s Tuesday.”
“Then we’ll have it on a Tuesday.”
“I have to be in at seven.”
His alarm was set for five thirty-eight. It had not woken him in years. Andrew maintained it anyway, a ceremonial backup for a body that had learned to report before being called.
“You’re always in at seven.”
“Six forty-five.”
He got the bottle.
He opened the wine by hand. Nora chose the bottles; he washed up, including implements she insisted were already clean. They usually kept work out of the first ten minutes of dinner. Tonight he had brought it in before they sat down.
Andrew cut into the chicken. Rice had taken the juices beneath it. Nora pushed the warm tortillas between them, still folded in the paper sleeve from the shop.
Nora said, “How are you?”
“Tired.”
“That’s an equipment report.”
He considered this. “I’m also hungry.”
“Christ, the machine dreams.”
Her mouth tightened at the edge, not quite a smile. He smiled back and poured: one glass for himself, less for her. She could ask for more. He was good at remembering that much.
The refrigerator compressor stopped. In the small quiet it left behind, the wind pressed a branch against the kitchen window and dragged it slowly across the glass.
Nora glanced at the Galveston confirmation.
“I can move Friday,” Andrew said.
“You already moved Friday.”
“I can move the new thing.”
“And then move whatever replaces it.”
“That is how scheduling works.”
“No, darling. That is how postponement—” She let it go unfinished. The missing half hung over the table.
He put down his fork. “I said I would make it work.”
“You always make it work.”
He waited. Nora knew the interview silence. She waited too.
“Do you want to go?” she asked.
“Of course.”
“Because I want to, or because you do?”
Lightning whitened the kitchen window. No thunder followed. The storm remained somewhere beyond hearing, rehearsing.
His fork lay beside the cooling chicken.
“I want the weekend,” he said.
Nora waited. Waiting was how she tested whether a sentence had a second half.
He looked at the lemon magnet instead of at her.
“I am afraid that if we go I will still be here,” he said.
Nora put down her glass. “That is the first unscheduled thing you have said all year.”
“It remains true.”
“I want to have breakfast with you without asking what time you have to leave.”
“I can leave at—”
“Andrew.”
He stopped.
“That is what I mean by a weekend.”
He picked the fork up again because leaving food unfinished had begun to feel like another postponement.
“Saturday morning,” he said. “I will drive.”
“You will try.”
“I will drive.”
She reached for the bottle and poured herself the rest of the half-measure he had allotted. The wine made a small sound against the glass, ordinary and therefore expensive.
They ate. The chicken was better than the conversation deserved. The wind found the same branch and drew it across the glass again, slower this time, as if checking a measurement.
Andrew watched her cut a piece she did not immediately lift. The loose thread on her cuff brushed the tablecloth and was ignored again.
“You’re doing the thing with the fork,” Nora said.
“Which thing.”
“The one where you put it down so the next sentence will have somewhere to land.”
He left it down.
“The slate stays on the charger,” he said.
She considered him over the rim of her glass. “Here. Not in the trunk.”
“Here.”
Nora looked at the confirmation once more.
“If you recross that paper,” she said, “I will not.”
He followed her gaze to the two canceled dates.
“Understood.”
She nodded once and turned the cork between her fingers.
The baseball game continued without them. A batter fouled a ball into the stands. The captions spelled the name wrong and corrected it. Nobody in the kitchen cared which version was accurate.
“I’m trying to believe you, Andrew,” Nora said.
The picture on the wall changed.
The baseball field disappeared. A red banner filled the lower third of the picture. The captions stuttered, cleared, and began again beneath an aerial image of a landing complex on the coast: concrete, service roads, floodlights burning too early beneath the storm-dark sky. At the center of the image stood a return tower, its paired capture arms spread around a descending capsule.
Nora turned in her chair.
The sound was still off. A small box in the corner identified the footage as a replay from seven minutes earlier.
The capsule dropped between the arms on a column of pale exhaust. For a moment, the machinery made sense. The arms closed. The vehicle hung against the sky, caught with such precision that the image looked staged.
Then a flare burst from one side.
It came after capture—brief, hard, and wrong.
The capsule twisted. One arm held for half a second longer than the other. The vehicle tore free, struck the lower structure, and fell out of frame.
The camera remained fixed on the empty arms.
Nora stood so quickly her chair legs scraped the floor.
Her elbow caught the wine bottle at the edge of the table.
Andrew caught it without looking.
The cork she had been worrying between two fingers slipped free, struck the tile, and rolled beneath the refrigerator. A moment later the sound from the wall returned by itself as the emergency protocol overrode the household setting.
“—repeat, the vehicle was successfully acquired by the tower before an apparent control event caused separation from the capture system.”
The anchor’s voice possessed the solemn, vigorous calm of someone being paid to stand near terror without absorbing any. Behind her, the same four seconds played again: arms closing, flare, twist, fall.
“Successfully acquired,” Nora said.
Andrew set the bottle upright. “Briefly.”
Nora said nothing. Her thumb pressed the table’s edge until the nail went white.
The broadcast cut to smoke moving sideways across the landing pad. Emergency vehicles leaned into the wind, their blue lights pulsing against the dark concrete. A commentator spoke about autonomous descent architecture, redundant command pathways, and an unconfirmed anomaly during the catch sequence. He said the flight computer appeared to have hesitated.
Andrew watched the replay.
The flare had fired after both arms closed. The capsule had not hovered uncertainly. It had done something.
“Computers don’t hesitate,” he said.
Nora looked at him, then back at the wall. “That’s what they’re going to call it.”
The footage ran again.
The Bureau phone began vibrating on the table.
It was a black slab in a black impact case, designed to survive fire, immersion, and the emotional needs of federal procurement. It moved in short mechanical increments toward the edge.
Andrew reached for it.
Nora trapped it beneath two fingers.
“Finish watching first.”
“It’s the duty channel.”
“I recognize the mating call.”
The phone vibrated against her fingertips. Andrew could have taken it. The thought occurred as a physical calculation: distance, pressure, consequence. He left his hand on the table.
On the wall, the anchor touched one ear.
“We now have preliminary casualty figures. Authorities confirm three fatalities. Nine occupants were recovered alive, one in critical condition. Names are being withheld pending notification of families.”
The numbers appeared beneath her. Three dead. Nine alive. One critical. No names.
For a few seconds, the broadcast showed the landing pad without commentary. Smoke tore away in sheets. A rescue crew disappeared behind a transport vehicle. The tower arms remained closed around nothing.
Nora lifted her fingers.
The storm siren began outside.
Andrew answered the phone.
“Clark.”
“Andrew.”
The voice belonged to Leonard Baines, his supervisor, down to the faint compression of the second syllable and the dry click Baines made before giving an instruction he expected to be disliked. Baines was in Colorado attending his daughter’s wedding. Andrew knew this because the leave request had been discussed twice and approved once.
The voice was licensed, not present.
“Duty Allocation,” Andrew said.
“Identity acknowledged,” Baines’s voice replied. “Lunar return-capsule casualty event. Cause undetermined. National Transportation Safety Board retains primary jurisdiction. Bureau attachment initiated under automated cross-referral.”
Nora sat across from him, her hand around her glass.
“Basis?” Andrew asked.
“Flight-control action without a clean command chain on a vehicle carrying lunar-origin data.”
“Malicious interference?”
“Undetermined.”
“Specific threat indicator?”
“None available at this time.”
“Then why attach the Bureau before systems review?”
The borrowed voice paused.
“The referral threshold has been met.”
“Staging?” Andrew asked.
The phone projected a route onto its own screen—nothing in the air, nothing theatrical, only a blue line over a road map. Federal Disaster Coordination Annex Four, north access. Classification level appeared beneath it, followed by an acknowledgment field and a departure timer already counting down from thirty minutes.
“Report no later than twenty-two forty,” the voice said. “Physical readiness confirmed. Travel authorization active.”
“Why me? I’m still working Matagorda.”
“Selection factors include low conflict profile, no unauthorized cognitive backup, current biometric compliance, excellent physical-readiness history, and consistent completion of physical custody procedures when available.”
No private fork, no unaccounted appetite. Andrew glanced at the weekend confirmation. He had kept himself available.
“Your profile indicates unusually low interpersonal volatility,” the Duty Allocation system added.
Andrew looked at Nora.
“So does the conference table,” Andrew said.
The voice paused.
“The conference table lacks field clearance.”
Nora laughed once. It escaped before she could prevent it, sharp and surprised. Andrew felt absurdly rewarded.
“Acknowledged,” he said.
The route locked. The departure timer continued.
“Additional incident materials will be assigned after check-in. Exercise no lead authority unless requested by the NTSB incident commander. Confirm.”
“No lead authority. NTSB primary. Confirmed.”
“Drive safely, Andrew.”
Baines’s voice disconnected.
The courtesy was algorithmic. Andrew knew this. It still sounded like Baines, and therefore like concern.
Nora looked at the timer on his phone.
“Thirty minutes.”
“Twenty-eight now.”
“Naturally.”
He stood. The kitchen seemed to reorganize around his departure. Plate, chair, phone, door. The ordinary objects remained ordinary, but they had changed jurisdiction.
“This may be one night,” he said.
“It may be Galveston.”
“I didn’t choose this.”
Nora’s gaze moved to him, and for a moment the humor left her face.
“That,” she said quietly, “is becoming the problem.”
Andrew opened his mouth. The timer showed twenty-seven minutes. He hated himself slightly for noticing. She saw him notice.
“The third date is still on the refrigerator,” she said.
“I know.”
“Say what you are doing to it.”
He did not look at the magnet. Looking would have been another calculation.
“I am not crossing it out.”
“Good. Crossing it out is how we postpone. I asked what you are doing.”
“I had already decided to go to Galveston with you.” The sentence came out stiff, as if assembled from parts that had passed inspection separately. “I still want that. I am leaving for the assignment anyway.”
“That is cleaner.”
“It is not better.”
“No.”
The siren outside wound down and then began again, a mechanical throat clearing itself.
“Call by four on Friday,” Nora said. “If you know the duration, we keep Saturday. If you do not call, I will not recross the paper. The date will be canceled. Not postponed.”
“Four is during—”
“Four is when I stop holding the paper.”
Andrew looked at the confirmation. The third date remained uncrossed.
“Four o’clock,” he said.
“Even if you don’t know yet.”
He nodded. Nora took his plate to the counter and wrapped the barely touched dinner. He wanted to tell her that he noticed. Instead he put Friday, four o’clock, in the phone himself.
He went to the narrow cabinet beside the laundry room and unlocked the Bureau compartment. His field case contained two shirts, sealed toiletries, a charger, evidence gloves, a medical kit, and a contingency notebook authorized under an annex old enough to refer to digital storage as machine-readable media. The notebook was bound in black cloth. A mechanical pencil clipped into its spine.
Nobody used the physical option unless weather, sabotage, or a judge had made technology temporarily unfashionable. Andrew used it because optional procedures were still procedures. A second mechanism should fail differently from the first.
He put the notebook in his inside pocket.
When he returned to the kitchen, the wrapped container was already waiting beside his keys. On the wall, the capsule fell once more. The anchor had acquired two aviation specialists and a retired systems ethicist. The nation was assembling expertise at the speed panic could book it.
Andrew took the keys. Beside them, the small home-power panel showed Nora’s seven-year-old hatchback charging in the drive. She had raised its reserve for the storm. If the street supply failed, it would keep the refrigerator and the downstairs cooling room running; the upstairs bedrooms would have to wait.
The Bureau phone gave one short administrative pulse. MATAGORDA CHARTER 7A — PRIMARY HANDLER REASSIGNED: AUTOMATED INVESTIGATIVE QUEUE. Beneath it sat an appeal control and an estimated review time of nineteen minutes. His departure timer showed sixteen.
Andrew opened the transfer record. His field findings had become six confidence scores and a paragraph no one had written.
“Keep the physical-evidence review pending,” he told the phone.
“Accepted. Handler reassignment remains active.”
He checked the sample hold, purchase sweep, and warrant queue before confirming the transfer. All three remained open. He added the laboratory deadline by hand to the contingency notebook.
At the front door, Nora reached past him and straightened his collar. Her fingers stayed there for a second.
“Your new shoes will get wet,” she said.
“That’s within specification.”
“Liar.”
He almost kissed her forehead. She almost lifted her face. Their marriage had become rich in near events.
Andrew opened the door.
The wind hit the house hard enough to make the frame complain. Across the street, palms bowed toward the west. Lightning opened the clouds from within, revealing great dark machinery and no rain. The air smelled of dust, salt, and electricity—every promise of a storm except the storm itself.
Nora stood behind him in the amber light. The draft lifted the repaired corner of the insect screen. From the laundry room came the steady low note of the dehumidifier, louder now that the door was open.
“Andrew.”
He turned.
She looked as if she might spend the words she had already refused. She did not.
“Do not make this one efficient,” she said.
“I don’t know how to do it any other way.”
“Then notice that.”
He raised the wrapped dinner.
“Bring back the container,” Nora said.
Then he stepped outside.
The first drop struck the pavement beside his new shoe. A dark circle appeared in the dust and vanished before a second could join it.
The storm did not break.
CHAPTER TWOTHE JURISDICTION
The storm broke nine miles from the landing complex.
Rain erased the road markings and overwhelmed the wipers. Andrew pressed the phone into its loose charging cradle; the route returned, a blue line over black glass. The navigation system reduced speed. He left the wheel and pedals alone, grateful for the adjustment and irritated that it had arrived before he made it.
Nora’s wrapped dinner sat on the passenger seat beneath his field case.
At the first checkpoint, a National Guard specialist scanned his credentials through the closed window. The scanner failed. Andrew lowered the glass and rain entered sideways, soaking his shoulder before the specialist could repeat the scan.
“FBI?” the young man asked.
“Attached.”
“To what?”
Andrew looked past him.
“That appears to be under discussion.”
Beyond the checkpoint, portable floodlights turned the rain white. Emergency vehicles, satellite trailers, generators, ambulances, and agency vans occupied the service road in an arrangement that resembled planning only because each had parked facing approximately the same disaster.
The specialist handed back his credentials. “Lane three. Keep right at the memorial.”
Andrew waited.
The specialist closed his eyes for half a second. “Media assembly point. Somebody put flowers there already.”
The crash had occurred less than three hours ago.
“Efficient,” Andrew said.
“Sir, we had commemorative merchandise before the fire was out.”
Andrew drove on.
The landing tower rose beyond the trailers, its upper half disappearing into rain. On television, before impact, the paired capture booms had been called the chopsticks. At the site, nobody called them that. One arm remained locked against the tower. The other hung lower, blackened along its inner face, holding nothing.
The staging area smelled of wet soil, burned insulation, and reheated coffee. A technician carrying a case asked another which trailer had requested it. They compared maps under a floodlight while rain ran off the lid.
Andrew parked where the route told him. A woman in an NTSB windbreaker met him before he opened the door.
“Agent Clark?”
She was perhaps fifty, compact, wet-haired, and dry-eyed. Her badge identified her as Incident Commander Mara Bell. A transparent hood had been issued with the windbreaker. It lay folded against her collar.
“Yes.” He got out, shut the door against the rain, and offered his hand.
“Mara Bell.” She shook it once. “You’re early.”
“The allocation system added twelve minutes for weather.”
“It added six for me.”
“Where were you coming from?”
“Here.”
Andrew looked at her.
Bell pointed toward a cluster of trailers. “You’ll fit in beautifully.”
They crossed the mud toward the incident command post. Rain struck the metal roofs so hard they had to lean close to hear each other.
“Bureau role?” Bell asked.
“Attachment only. Potential malicious interference under automated cross-referral. You retain primary jurisdiction.”
“Say it again inside. Slowly.”
“Any preliminary cause?”
“Yes. Gravity.”
“Before gravity.”
“Capture, then a flare. No cause I can certify.”
They passed the inner perimeter. Through the rain Andrew saw a low section of capsule resting at an angle beyond a curtain of emergency sheeting. The shell had buckled inward along one side. White suppressant foam moved around it in dirty ribbons.
Three black transfer covers lay beneath a temporary canopy.
Rainwater ran from the canopy’s edge and struck the ground beside them.
Andrew slowed.
Bell walked another two paces before she noticed. She stopped beside the canopy.
He remained at the canopy line long enough to count. Three. The number matched the broadcast. Matching did not improve it.
“The meeting’s started,” Bell said. “Come on.”
He came on.
Inside the command trailer, six people occupied eight chairs around a folding table. Five wore government insignia. The sixth wore a suit expensive enough to constitute private jurisdiction.
The table itself belonged to the NTSB. This was established by a strip of white tape bearing the agency seal and by Mara Bell placing both palms on it as soon as she entered.
“The scene is ours,” she said.
“NASA’s mishap board needs the recovery data,” said the woman in the suit. “The vehicle was ours, whoever operated it.”
“Your board has the feed,” Bell said. “This table directs the public safety investigation.”
Tablets stood behind the human nameplates. Liaison models offered each representative an objection and the precedent supporting it. Bell’s screen filled while she waited for the others to put theirs down. Homeland Security occupied two screens and no chairs.
His own tablet woke when he sat.
POTENTIAL MALICIOUS INTERFERENCE CREATES CONCURRENT FEDERAL INTEREST, the Bureau liaison layer displayed.
Andrew muted it.
The FAA administrator pulled his tablet closer. It caught the back of his nameplate and tipped it forward. He set his name upright, then read the objection from the screen.
“The commercial operator returned under our reentry license. Airspace command integrity places—”
“The vehicle is on the ground,” Bell said. “Which recovery action are you asking us to stop?”
He looked at the rest of the objection. “None specified.”
Bell glanced toward Andrew. “Agent Clark. Is the Bureau claiming anything?”
Andrew looked through the trailer window. Rain ran down the glass in thick, intersecting streams. Beyond them, the three covered forms remained where he had seen them.
“Three agencies have named what owns the wreckage,” he said. “Has anyone named who owns the dead?”
The only person at the table who had not spoken looked up. Her badge read OSEI. EVIDENCE SYSTEMS LIAISON. She was younger than Andrew, dressed in a dark NASA field jacket, with rain braided into her hair and a burn mark across one glove.
“Not until appropriations,” she said.
Bell’s mouth moved slightly.
NASA counsel did not smile.
The Unified Incident Triage Table opened on the central display. Its header listed the event classification, active agencies, and current custody status. Beneath that, an amber field read:
JURISDICTIONAL HOLD — MULTIPLE VALID CLAIMS.
“How long?” Bell asked.
The table answered in a calm neutral voice. “Estimated resolution window: forty-six minutes.”
“There are bodies in the rain.”
“Casualty recovery is authorized under provisional medical exception.”
“Thank God,” Bell said.
The table continued. “Evidence movement remains restricted pending harmonized authority.”
“The recorder housing is taking water,” Osei said.
“Environmental mitigation is permitted without relocation.”
Osei looked at the ceiling. “We may hold an umbrella over it.”
Outside, lightning whitened every window at once.
The central screen recalculated. The hold extended to fifty-three minutes.
Bell pulled a paper map from beneath her folder and spread it over the screens.
“Medical continues. Fire continues. Structural stabilization continues. Osei, you preserve the command stack where it sits until this machine finishes discovering federalism. Clark, you are attached to Osei. You do not direct her, arrest her, or classify her.”
“Understood.”
Andrew’s tablet unmuted itself long enough to display:
NO OBJECTION.
Bell tapped it dark with one finger.
Osei led Andrew back into the rain.
They crossed two checkpoints and a corridor formed by concrete blast barriers. The wind had shifted toward the sea. Suppressant foam detached from the wreckage and blew across the service pad.
“Who gives you the order to move that recorder?” Andrew asked.
“Bell. NTSB operational authority.” Osei pulled her badge free of her wet jacket. “NASA technical appointment, joint evidence credential. You’ll need all three on the receipt.”
“Pension?”
“Don’t ask about the pension.”
They reached a low server trailer vibrating above the mud on hydraulic supports. A technician opened the door from inside. Hot air, machine noise, and the smell of overheated plastic rolled out.
“We no longer have separate computing environments,” Osei said as they climbed in. “Temporary compute came online during recovery. Now half the audit process is running here.”
The trailer was too small for its equipment. Blade racks occupied both walls, their indicator lights pulsing in disciplined rows. Bundled cables crossed overhead. Water dripped from Andrew’s coat onto a floor labeled KEEP DRY.
The technician handed Osei a tablet and hurried out, as though the job would become easier the moment he was somewhere else.
Osei passed the tablet to Andrew.
It displayed the master flight record from the return vehicle: navigation, tower capture, propulsion inhibit, emergency separation. Green lines connected each component to an independent audit path shown in blue.
“Independent systems,” Osei said.
Andrew followed the blue lines off-screen, then looked at the racks.
Two audit stacks occupied adjacent blades. A single coolant manifold served both. Their network cables entered the same overflow switch. Above them, one fan pulled hot air through the paired housings.
“They share a fan.”
“And overflow compute with the control-stack reconstruction,” Osei said. “During peak demand.”
Above them the fan rose another note.
Andrew held the tablet toward her. “Can this audit check the reconstruction without using the same overflow pool?”
“Not at the current load.”
“Who approved the architecture?” Andrew asked.
“Three agencies independently.”
“On the same model recommendation?”
Osei enlarged the provenance field. All three approvals had been generated from the same procurement-assurance model.
“I didn’t approve it
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