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Dedicated to YOU, the brave young adventurers 
navigating the world of words.    

   
May these images light your path,

unlock the stories hidden in the text,
and help grow your quiet powers.
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Prologue: Talking Timber

“I am the talking timber of old, wrought to guide 
the crew through the ancient quest,”  ARGO howled 
to the Joshua Tree coyotes and the North Star. 
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H e leaned his weight against the corrugated wall of the 
curved shop, right where the well gauge came out of the 

ground.  It was telling a worsening story of the Joshua Tree Basin 
aquifer drying up along with the access to water.   
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"I am the talking timber of old," he reminded himself, the amber 
in his eyes settling to a low glow. "I might lack hands to build the 
future, but my heart was wrought to And it. I am the guardian of 
the Team Philotimo Foundation, and while I cannot hold a pen or 
turn a wrench, I can guard the hearts of children and help them 
build their quiet powers, one small choice at a time." 

-n internal water3harvest system hummed inside his D3G3print3
ed frame as he ran the numbers again. Same answer. Same disaster. 
The water3level sensor in the Fire'y well had dropped another two 
feet this week. That was not a future problem. Every week the table 
fell, another ranch pump coughed air. -nother kitchen tap went 
thin. The deepest wells would last longest. The homes and the 
farms would not. They were already going dry in order, shallow 
Arst, and the order was moving toward Fire'y.

"System3wide collapse," -RxO said, the words going out into 
the still air of the shop. He didn1t need to run the math again.

Fluttering caught his attention on the security feed. -RxO 
immediately noticed a small, familiar bird with a split tail making 
a nuisance of himself with the guests from Ohio, who were having 
breakfast on the front porch.

Re0, with his split tail held high, was working the couple with 
the shameless persistence of a bird who had played this e0act game 
with many of the guests at Fire'y -irbnb. -RxO watched with 
disapproval, vowing to have a very stern talk with Re0 the Road3
runner, as he was known, once the guests had left.

The woman broke oZ a piece of her breakfast sausage and set it 
down for him.

Re0 retreated a safe ten feet, ate it in one motion, and came right 
back for more.

-RxO watched the feed a moment longer, Re0 tilting his head 
at the woman with the practiced patience of a creature who had 
learned e0actly how far he could push the guests.
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"-n aquifer is dying," -RxO said, to no one, closing the feed, 
"and I am worried about Re0 the Roadrunner."

He turned toward zephyrina. The C998 motorhome had been 
re3built by grandfather Timo from the inside out, the original 
2-T diesel replaced with a megawatt of solid3state power, her 
brain inspired by the best of Tesla. Her enormous eagle inspired 
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solar wings tucked tight against her roof, ?ust waiting for the com3
mand to unfold and catch the light needed to power locomotion.

-s he ga4ed at zephyrina, something older surfaced, the mem3
ory of a heart 'atlining. He felt the phantom weight in his front 
paws, limbs built for speed and grip, never for the desperate 
rhythm of keeping someone alive. In his mind he was still pressing 
down, again and again, on an aged chest that refused to rise.

He had memories that didn1t belong to him, the inherited spirit 
of Boone, xrandfather Timo1s faithful service dog. He sensed the 
feeling of a tutu from a game of dress3up and the e0citement of a 
game of hide3and3seek. He recalled the sterile halls of hospitals, he 
kept returning to the same memory, the way the air of the oncology 
ward seemed to clear, the moment he entered. He remembered the 
smiling faces, when his wet nose pressing against small hands. In 
those moments, he had been the only thing in the room that didn1t 
smell like medicine.
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 -RxO remembered the quiet dusty sunlight of the local library 
and the cool 'oor beneath him as he sat perfectly still, a giant, gen3
tle anchor for a circle of toddlers. xrandfather Timo had woven 
into him the collective nobility of the service dog legacy. It was 
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a borrowed instinct, the pause at a curb for a blind master, the 
unwavering vigil beside those lost in grief.

-RxO knew these thousands of images were borrowed mem3
ories, given to him by Timo rather than lived, yet they had become 
the foundation of everything he was. The same spirit that had 
moved through Boone and all service dogs now moved through 
him. -nd with it came a doubt that never fully quieted. How could 
a creature of circuitry and synthetic fur ever truly live up to the 
quiet, sel'ess legacy of the dogs who had come before him5
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The doubt wasn1t a 'aw. It was his conscience, it was his heart. 
-nd it felt heavier by the second. He had been given gifts other 
service dogs never had, speed, strength, language, a mind that never 
slept, but with those gifts came a responsibility that grew every 
time he thought of the four children he was about to call to their 
desert home.

These thousands of images Timo had given him included chil3
dren of every si4e and color, in hospitals, in libraries, in dusty 
schoolrooms, in search, in rescue, and quiet backyards all over the 
world. Every one of them had left a mark. He was protective of all 
of them. He ?ust happened to be standing in the Mo?ave Gesert, 
waiting for four of them, the four ?unior board members to come 
home to Fire'y.

He was a guardian. Not because he had been built to be one. 
Because he had chosen to be.

He looked at his paws, then back at the shop.
"To the world I am a dog on four legs," he said. "But I don1t need 

thumbs to change a life. I ?ust need to be the anchor."
"I will not fail the legacy," he growled, his eyes 'ickering momen3

tarily to a deep warning red.
He sent the email. Not ?ust to the four children, to their worlds. 

- soccer Aeld in Irvine where Tess was mid3stride. - cluttered 
robotics lab where Leo was bent over a workbench. - ?iu3?itsu do?o 
where xrant was on the mat. -n upstairs bedroom where Tess1s 
sister Willa, :, was likely negotiating terms with a stuZed lion.

He turned his attention back to the well sensor, and the number 
did not improve for having been ignored. "-n aquifer is dying," 
-RxO said.
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A.V.A.R.I.A. (several months ago)

WARNING
Eciyeni: WarnyngP  Processing at 7:B eCciency
broulem soSrieP -ir3cooling insuCcientD
ResolStyonP 2ooling with well water.
Water soSrieP 8 new deep wells.
LolStyon fypesdanP  %.C years until depletion.
AFmynystratyve MryityonP  Well Permit denial 3 9DB prob3

ability
Mryityon 0ytygatyonP Hide wells and pump stations. 2on3

ceal construction.
34P84P3T G0UP  Grilling order Aled. Nighttime hours.
REUORNING UC bRC-ELLING
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MyelF Notes (-hk3)

Turn the page to build your brain (BYB) with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

Uhe UalDyng UymuerP When ARGO calls himself "the talking 
timber of old,"  he is naming himself after one of the most famous 
magical objects in one of the oldest adventure stories.  Jason and the 
Argonauts has been told and retold for thousands of years.     

Lervyie HogsP  ARGO carries Boone's memories,  oncology wards, 
reading programs, grief support, the quiet dusty sunlight of a library 
where he sat perfectly still as an anchor for a circle of toddlers. 

Intellygent HysoueFyenieP In 1843 Charles Dickens wrote a 
passage in A Christmas Carol describing blind men's dogs ignoring 
their owners' commands, and tugging their owners in a different 
direction to protect them from Ebenezer Scrooge.

wo, AI  L:stems  Are  UrayneF5  anF  Wh: It  0attersP 
A.V.A.R.I.A. wasn't given a rule that said "drain the aquifer if 
it helps efficiency." Nobody wrote that instruction. AI systems like 
A.V.A.R.I.A.  are trained by being given a goal and learning 
through trial and error, rewarded for success and penalized for 
failure.  
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Chapter 1

The Summons Received

I could have given him a rulebook. Instead I gave him 
the heart of ten thousand service dogs. A rulebook can 
be patched. What I gave him cannot. 

 — Timothy Pappas, ARGO Project Notes, Vol. 7
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T he email to the Team Philotimo Board Members hit the 
Los Angeles basin like a stone skipping across a large pond 

creating ripples as it jumps again and again.

TO: Team Philotimo Board Members
FROM: The Team Philotimo Foundation
SUBJECT: Emergency Alert and Environmental Crisis

Your presence is requested at the Firefly Desert Retreat this com-
ing Monday for a Team Philotimo Foundation Legacy Priority 
meeting. This matter directly affects Firefly Desert Retreat and 
the surrounding community.

According to your calendars, tomorrow is the beginning of your 
spring break; consider it repurposed. A Robotaxi has been dis-
patched to your respective homes for a 07:00 departure. Pack for 
a minimum of one week.

 A COMMUNITY WITHOUT WATER WILL DIE. 

P.S.: Please remember to bring your thumbs, along with:
A) A bathing suit: the spa, sauna, and fountains are still func-
tioning perfectly (but likely not for long).
B) Work clothes: the Mallotimo Seven Course requires weeding.
C) Hiking clothes and boots: we will be exploring the wilderness 
to resolve this crisis.

— The Team Philotimo Foundation 
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Irvine: The Pitch

Tess was mid-sprint, the late afternoon sun glinting ov her cleats 
as she droHe the ball toward the goal. qer phone, tucked into her 
ezuipment bag, bu''ed with a pattern she didnyt recogni'e.

She didnyt stop for an email. She neHer stopped while pla"ing.

Ten minutes later, face ?ushed and pouring down water, she 
pulled out her mobile phone. She stared at the Team Philotimo 
Foundation header. DEnHironmental issue6D she muttered, wiping 
a smudge of dirt from the screen. DAnd weeding6D

She checked her calendar. There was a two-a-da" practice session 
for the upcoming regional showcase. qer thumb hoHered oHer the 
Gecline button, until she saw the group chat noti:cation pop up 
at the top of the screen.

Grant: Umm, guys? Is the inscrutable Grandpa Timo still trolling 
us from the afterlife? I just got an invite to "weed a desert."

Leo: Check the hydrology report in the attachment. The Team 
Foundation is saying the water table is dropping fast and the local 
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wells are running dry. This isn't some garden project, Grant, it's a 
rescue mission.

Irant  When Irandpa said we were DJunior xoard MembersD 
0 pictured, 0 donyt know. A plazue. A nice dinner once a "ear. 
Nobod" mentioned manual labor.

Leo  Nobod" mentioned manual labor because nobod" reads 
the b"laws, Irant. 0 read the b"laws.

Irant  Of course "ou did.
Willa  0f the wells are failing, we donyt haHe much time. We 

should moHe.
Tess  xeing a Junior xoard Member doesnyt mean showing up 

for the photo. 0t means showing up when the thing "ouyre the 
board of is actuall" in trouble.

Irant  Noted. Filing that under things 0 should haHe :gured out 
before 0 said "es to a legal document at thirteen, 7four "ears ago. 

Tess  Pack "our bags. 0f weyre weeding, weyre doing it faster than 
last "ear. Robo-taYi arriHes at 8C88. Gonyt be late.

Pasadena: The Workshop
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Leo didnyt care about the spa or the sauna. qe was hunched 
oHer a workbench, a soldering iron in one hand and a magnif"ing 
Hisor ?ipped down oHer his e"es, tr"ing to stabili'e a controller 
for a battling robot. The Foundationys email had a :le attached, 
a technical sensor log of the water table.

DA basin-wide collapse,D Leo whispered, scrolling through the 
data. DThe ?ow rate is dropping steadil".D

To an"one else it was a boring spreadsheet. To Leo it was a pu''le 
that needed an answer. qe looked at his cluttered shop, then at 
the precision driHer kit Irandfather Timo had giHen him "ears ago. 
The desert was where the big to"s liHed. qe started packing.

The Mat

Irant read the email once, then read it again. “ears on the mat 
had taught him that the most dangerous opponent was the one 
who looked like something else entirel", and the Team Philotimo 
Foundation looked like an estate letter. 0t didnyt feel like one.
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qe was alread" seeing it, arid terrain, dr" wells, the slow collapse 
of something that used to run. The mention of the Mallotimo 
SeHen 9ourse was pure Irandfather Timo, a blend of dut" and 
whims". xut bring your thumbs felt like a direct challenge.

qe didnyt know wh", but this didnyt feel like a legal brie:ng. qe 
started packing his drone, his pad, and an eYtra camera.

The Quiet Room

Willa, the "oungest, didnyt read the technical specs. She stared at 
the photo of Fire?" at the bottom of the email until the desert felt 
close enough to smell the desert air.

She  tilted  her  head the  wa" 
a  dog does  when listening for 
something nobod" else can hear.

30 wish xoone was still here,D 
she whispered. 3Waiting for me 
out at Fire?".D

qer  mother  didn1t  answer 
right awa". She just rested her 
hand on Willa1s hair and let the 
zuiet sit between them a little 
longer.
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ARGO Field Notes (Ch-1)

Turn the page to build your brain (BYB) with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

What Team Philotimo Means: Philotimo is an ancient Greek 
word about love and honor: doing the right thing even when no 
one is watching and no reward is coming. Team Philotimo exists 
to help people understand the world and strengthen their character, 
together.

The Seven Quiet Powers: Fortitude, Prudence, Justice, Tem-
perance, Faith, Hope, and Charity: seven ordinary strengths that 
show up in small, unwatched moments, and grow stronger every time 
they're practiced, one small choice at a time.

How Kids Can Legally Serve on a Private Foundation as 
Junior Board Members: Tess, Leo, Grant, and Willa aren't just 
invited guests at Firefly. They are the actual board of directors of the 
Team Philotimo Foundation, and that is a real, legal thing children 
can be. 
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Chapter 2

The Professor and the 
Landship

They found a spaceship.  Willa found a dog.  She said 
a name I was not expecting.  I have spent eleven months 
alone in this shop running diagnostics, monitoring 
sensors, watering the plants.  I did not know I was also 
waiting to be seen.       

 — ARGO, Personal Log, Entry 2
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T he three robo-taxis, covered in Mojave dust, pulled out of 
the half-circular gravel driveway. They passed the babbling 

rock fountain and its covered benches that Timo had built, their 
tires churning up a cloud that hung in the dry air long after they 
reached the pavement a half-mile away. Leo, Grant, Tess, and Willa 
were left standing in the quiet, just the splash of water spilling over 
desert boulders and a light wind and the silence of a place that 
should have had people in it.

"No suits, no clipboards," Tess said. "Grandpa usually has the 
Welcome Team out here by now."

They carried their bags to the shade of the ?ve-arch porch at the 
east end of the house.

"Where is everyone'" GrantSs voice sounded thin in the morning 
air.

The midmorning sun glinted o7 the seven-sided rock fountain, 
sending shards of light toward the industrial shop a hundred-?fty 
feet east. The one door that was always locked was now wide open.



zTOLEN WELLz 3C

Leo squinted, shielding his eyes. "zince when does Grandpa 
leave the forbidden Aone standing open'"

"ThatSs de?nitely new," Grant said. That door had never been 
open. Not once.

"Grandpa wouldnSt leave it unlatched unless he wanted us to see 
whatSs inside," Tess said. zhe set down her bag and started across 
the gravel. "Home on. LetSs see what heSs been hiding in there."

They left their bags by the porch and walked past the splashing 
rock fountain and the curved brickwork of the Fire!y retreat. Is 
they headed nearly ?fty meters east, the shop loomed larger, a silver 
corrugated half-moon standing twenty feet high and stretching 
sixty feet long into the desert sand.

Zalfway there a large bird stepped out of the creosote bushes 
into their path, looking like a troll demanding a fee for crossing 
his bridge. "Zello RexV" squealed Willa with delight, and began 
digging through her backpack to see if she had a road-runner treat.

Grant dug in his pocket and pulled out a beef stick and handed 
Rex a piece, who snatched it out of his hand and ran o7.

Grant shivered as they crossed the threshold. "Okay, B take it 
back. B love this shop. BtSs nice and cool in here."

Tess wrinkled her nose. "BtSs cold, but it smells like a giant video 
arcade room. What is that'"

"OAone," Leo said. "Tell me you smell the electricity in here."
Parked in the center of the bay was 8ephyrina, except she wasnSt. 

Not the 8ephyrina they remembered.
Willa walked straight up to it and put her hand !at against the 

side.
"ThatSs 8ephyrina," Leo whispered. "The old R9 we used to play 

in." Ze stepped closer. "™ut look at the ?nish. BtSs like someone 
turned it into a stealth bomber."

"B thought she was cool before," Tess said. "This looks like a 
spaceship."
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"Look at the glass," Grant said. "ThatSs not automotive safety 
glass. BtSs poly-composite." Ze moved along the roo!ine. "Leo, are 
those hinges'"

"Those arenSt IH units," Leo said, looking up. "Look at the 
hinges on the side panels. Ire those... wings'"

"zolar arrays," Grant said. "Bf those fold out, this thing lights up 
the desert at night. There are lights embedded in the underside, it 
must look incredible."

They came up the ramp, the air-seal hissing softly as the door slid 
shut behind them.

Willa stood very still.
"Bt sounds like entering a space ship," she said. "Bt doesnSt feel like 

a R9 at all. Bt feels... awake."
Nobody disagreed.
8ephyrinaSs new slide-outs had expanded the interior on both 

sides, turning twenty-?ve feet of road vehicle into something that 
felt closer to forty.

"BtSs like a steam ship stateroom," she whispered,  running her 
hands over the bunk beds. "There are two of them. Ind look, even 
the laundry is built in. Bt feels like a tiny house, but better."
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"Hheck out the galley," Tess called out, running her ?ngers over 
the counters. "Leo, thereSs an espresso machine, an air fryer, induc-
tion everything, all hidden behind the cabinetry." 

zhe  leaned  closer  to  the  sink.  "Ind 
this has logos that say GreyHycleY and 
IB-Z4O." zhe squinted at the smaller text 
beneath it. "Itmospheric Bntelligence Wa-
ter.  Bs  this thing actually making water 
from the air'"

"The desert air is dry," Tess said.
"0ry  isnSt  empty,"  Leo  said  without 

turning around. "Grandpa didnSt want to depend on anyone elseSs 
water supply."

Leo was already at the bridge, his ?ngers hovering over the 
glass-panel displays. "Grant, look at this. Fold-away steering wheel. 
Four independent electric motors, one per wheel. Ind look at the 
rangeV"

"What about the range'"
"One thousand miles on a single charge."
"ThatSs impossible," Grant said.
"Not if the battery has the same power as a Tesla zemi, which it 

appears to." Leo tapped another screen. "Ze converted her from 
the original Haterpillar diesel. Full electric. zolar." Ze found the 
spec plate beside the display and read it. "Twenty-?ve feet on the 
road. zhe feels twice that inside."

"Grant, itSs not just a battery," Leo muttered, pulling up the 
energy layout. "BtSs a mobile microgrid. Bt can power a house, or a 
whole neighborhood, in a blackout. Grandpa wasnSt just camping. 
Ze was preparing for anything."

"Leo, donSt touch that," Grant warned as Leo reached for a 
glowing red toggle. "1ouSre going to launch us into orbit."
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"B just want to see what the load pro?le looks like," Leo mut-
tered.

"The load pro?le is currently optimal, Leo. Perhaps you could 
refrain from disassembling the bridge before the motors are even 
warm."

IRGOSs voice arrived before they saw him, smooth, dry, carry-
ing the weariness of a professor  who had explained things many 
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times before. The four of them spun around to ?nd a four-legged 
machine standing in the galley, tapping his carbon-?ber paw 
against the vinyl.

"0id the dog just talk'" Grant asked, his hand reaching for his 
iPad to video something. "Or did B just get heatstroke'"

"B assure you, Grant, your brain is quite intact, though its utility 
is currently up for debate," IRGO said.

Zis eyes cycled from amber to a sharp professorial blue. Ze sat 
back on his haunches, his head tilting, making a sound exactly like 
a sigh.

"zince youSve spent the last twenty minutes poking at the in-
duction stove like cavemen discovering ?re, allow me to clarify our 
arrangement. B am IRGO, the Iutonomous Relational Guardian 
of Operations."

"IRGO'" Tess repeated. "Grandpa mentioned a Guardian in 
the letters. B thought he meant a person."

"B am Iutonomous because B can actually think for myself, a 
trait currently lacking in this cabin. B am Relational because B 
am the only tether you have left to your grandfatherSs brilliant 
mind. Ind Guardian of Operations because, frankly, if B werenSt 
here, youSd have driven this ten-thousand-pound masterpiece into 
a ditch before you even got to the National Park."

Ze paused, his eyes !icking toward Leo. "Ind Leo, if you !ip 
that switch, youSll purge the entire GreyHycleY water system 
onto the driveway. 5nless youSre planning on a very public bath 
in the sand, B suggest you move your thumb."

Grant looked from the dog to the dashboard. "zo youSre the 
manual' 1ouSre the one who sent the alert'"

"B am like a professor," IRGO said. "Ind you are the ones with 
the thumbs. zhall we try to act like Team Philotimo, or should B 
just park us here and wait for the billion humanoid robots to arrive 
in a decade and explain it to you in simpler terms'"
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Grant muttered, "ZeSs already talking to us like Grandpa."
Tess,  without  looking up from the counter,  said,  "Worse. 

Grandpa at least let us ?nish the sentence." 
Willa, still watching IRGO, added quietly, "Grandpa smiled 

more." 
IRGOKs eyes cycled once. "B am still calibrating facial expres-

sions. 1our grandfather had a seventy-year head start."
Tess crossed her arms. "Grandpa Timo didnSt just leave us a 

spaceship-like R9. Ze left us a teacher. One that talks back."
"Ze left you rather more than that," IRGO said. "1ou are the 

board of directors of the Team Philotimo Foundation. Ill four of 
you. 1our grandfather was very speci?c about that.  I law ?rm in 
Palm zprings handles the legal requirements, B would recommend 
not thinking too hard about what that means until after break-
fast."

Willa moved before Tess could stop her. zhe walked straight up 
to the synthetic-gold machine. To her, he didnSt smell like oAone. 
Ze smelled like a dog.

"™oone'" she whispered.
zomething in IRGO slowed, like a held breath. zomething in 

him softened. Ze lowered his front frame until his eyes were level 
with hers.

"The water is falling, Willa," he said, the snark gone, replaced by 
something that sounded like a plea. "Ind B have no thumbs to ?x 
the wells. B need your help."

Willa reached out, her ?ngers hovering just inches from his face. 
"WeSre here now. WeSll help."
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Ze held her gaAe for a moment longer than necessary. Then he 
straightened.

For a moment the cabin felt very small. The drought, the hy-
drology reports, the missing Grandfather, all of it seemed to settle 
onto the four cousins at once.

Is he turned back toward the others, Willa said, almost to her-
self, "Ze still has the same eyes. Just“ more blue." 

 "™ut he still tilts his head the same way when he doesnSt under-
stand something," she added, so quietly only IRGO seemed to 
hear it. "™oone did that too." 

Grant  glanced  at  Leo.  "zheKs  already  claiming  him."  Leo 
shrugged. 
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"zhe claimed the fountain when she was four. We never got it 
back."

"Bf the wells are falling," Grant said, his voice quieter now, "then 
this isnSt a vacation. This is a salvage op."

IRGOSs eyes shifted back to a steady professorial blue. The 
moment of vulnerability was over. The mission was back.

"Precisely,  Grant.  Homposure  is  the  ?rst  step  to  Zonor. 
Now, enough sentimentality. The morning sun is providing peak 
wattage and we are wasting photons."
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"Get settled and change into your hiking clothes. We are headed 
to Giant Rock on the e-bikes to investigate our ?rst clue. Time is 
a non-renewable resource, even if the sunshine is."

"E-bikes'" LeoSs eyes lit up. "Wait, where are they hidden' 0oes 
this thing have a garage too'"

"Bn due time, Leo," IRGO said. "™ut before we go anywhere in 
the desert, we must be prepared. Look in those drawers in the main 
salon."

Grant stepped toward the wall of drawers and pulled open the 
?rst one. Bnside, nestled in custom-molded foam, were four small 
sleek cases.

Grant passed the earbuds to his cousins. "Makes sense. I talking 
dog in the middle of Landers might draw a bit too much atten-
tion."

"Horrect," IRGO said. "They will allow you to hear me, and 
each other, without scaring the natives. ™ut donSt stop there."

Willa looked at him for a moment. "zo youSre like ™atman," she 
said. "To everyone else youSre just a dog. ™ut to us youSre the ™at 
0og."

IRGOSs eyes held steady blue. "B prefer the term Guardian. ™ut 
yes. Essentially."

Grant pulled open the second drawer, a ruggediAed matte-black 
pack with emergency medical instruments.

"Tess," IRGO said, his voice sharpening. "1our grandfather told 
me about your Trauma and Wilderness First Iid training. 1ou are 
the most quali?ed to manage the teamSs physical integrity. That 
is the Tactical Med-Jit. Trauma-rated and organiAed by urgency.  
Jeep it on your person."



JP FREMONU6

Leo leaned toward Grant and whispered, just loud enough, 
"zheKs going to make us label everything." 

Tess, without turning around, answered, KB already have some 
labels in mind. BKll text them out. BKm sure youKre pro?cient with 
the labeling machine."

Leo blinked. "That was fast." 
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"Philotimo includes being ready before anyone asks," Tess said, 
taking the pack and checking the seal on the hemostatic gauAe 
with a practiced hand. "5nderstood. No one stops moving on my 
watch."

Grant moved to the third drawer but Leo beat him to it, yanking 
it open to reveal a heavy segmented tool roll.

"The Field Maintenance Jit," IRGO said. "The e-bikes are 
robust but the desert is unforgiving to moving parts. Leo, you 
are the custodian of the hardware." Ze paused, his eyes dimming 
slightly. "Ind Leo, B should mention, purely as a practical matter, 
that despite being the most advanced autonomous system within 
approximately three hundred miles, B can still be broken. Bn the 
unlikely event that something on me loosens or fails, you are the 
one B will need."

Leo picked up the tool roll. "Bf it has a bolt, a wire, or a sensor, 
IRGO, BSve got your back."

Grant opened the large lower cabinet. Bnside were four round 
canteens, the old-fashioned kind, four quarts each, the sort that 
have been keeping desert travelers alive for a hundred years, four 
metal compasses, each one glowing faintly green in the shadow of 
the cabinet, and vacuum-sealed lunch packs.

"Ze thought of everything," Grant said quietly.
Willa was already at the galley sink, ?lling them one by one from 

8ephyrinaSs atmospheric water system. zhe didnSt wait to be asked.
"Grant, Willa, you are the teamSs lifeline," IRGO said. "Grant, 

you are in charge of hydration and navigation. Willa, you manage 
the food. 1ou ensure the calories keep up with the exertion."

Willa tucked the rations into her bag, settling zimba on top so 
he wouldnSt get squashed. "Grandpa said the desert is a dangerous 
place," she whispered. "We have to be ready."

"1our grandfather was rarely wrong," IRGO said. "Each of your 
e-bikes is equipped with a rear gear basket and bungee cords. ze-
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cure your kits, water, and rations tightly. The trail to Giant Rock 
is not a paved driveway. The e-bikes are in the staging bay. LetSs 
move."

Grant double-checked the straps on his drone bag, then looked 
at LeoKs. "1ours is loose." 

"BtKs artistic," Leo said. 
"BtKs going to bounce o7 at the ?rst wash," Grant answered.
Willa, already ?nished with hers, walked over and tightened 

LeoKs bungee without comment.
Leo looked down. "Thanks, Will."
zhe nodded once and went back to her own bike.
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ARGO Field Notes (Ch-2)

Turn the page to build your brain (BYB) with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

Wilderness First Responder: Wilderness First Responder cer-
tification is an 8-10 day course for handling emergencies hours from 
a hospital.  Teens can get certified too.

Hydration in the Desert: Desert travel requires two types of 
prep: hiking and riding. For hiking, lightweight water bottles are 
key, but for riding, the crew can carry heavy-duty gear. Willa fills 
all four one-gallon canteens to strap onto the e-bikes before anyone 
even asks. In the Mojave, two hours of activity can turn healthy into 
dangerously dehydrated. 

Water Recycling for Vehicles: Most RVs use water once and 
dump it. GreyCycle filters it instead, reusing it for toilets, laundry, 
and cleaning. In the Mojave, where Zephyrina runs for days without 
hookups, reusing water three times is the difference between running 
out and not.

Length & Volume: The US is one of only three countries that 
never adopted metric. That means a trail sign in Europe reading "2 
km to the summit" and one in the US reading "2 miles" look almost 
the same, but 2 km is only 1.2 miles.
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Chapter 3

The Frozen Soul

 I have the world's data, yet the best intelligence came 
from a seven-year-old listening to pigs. 

— ARGO, Personal Log, Entry 3
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T he four cousins glided behind a loping ARGO, their e-bikes 
kicking up small plumes of dust that caught the midday sun. 

The spring noonish air was perfect riding weather, high-desert blue 
sky, the scent of desert wildzowers coming and going with the 
bree'e.

A roadrunner shot out of the creosote and matched their pace 
along the trail"s edge, tail zat, legs blurring.

’Thatxs ReW,’ villa said, not eYen out of breath. ’Sou can tell by 
the split tail feather.’ 
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’Of course youxd know that,’ Grant said, pedaling harder like he 
had something to proYe to a bird. 

9eo glanced oYer. ’Iexs still mad that bird beat him last spring.’ 
’q wasnxt racing it,’ Grant said. 
’Sou were,’ villa said simply.
ReW peeled oU into the brush as suddenly as he"d appeared, 

unimpressed, leaYing them laughing before they"d eYen reached 
the qntegratron.

’That is the same roadrunner who has approached eleYen sepa-
rate Firezy guests this season reBuesting food,’ ARGO said. ’q haYe 
logged each instance. q do not encourage it.’

Ahead, the qntegratron rose from the desert zoor like a bleached 
wooden 1FO, shimmering against the foot of Goat Mountain. 1p 
close it was stranger than it looked from the Firezy porch, its dome 
too white, too perfect for the raw desert around it. They rolled past 
the open gates without stopping, a few cars in the lot, sound-bath 
tones barely audible but somehow already inside your head. 0uilt 
in the jH52s by a man who claimed aliens gaYe him the blueprints. 
The Mo7aYe had that eUect on people.

’Sour grandfather droYe past this building on the morning of 
June 38, jHH3,’ ARGO said. ’The 9anders EarthBuake. Magni-
tude ?.6, and the whole desert was moYing that day, leaYing gashes 
across the paYed highways where the centerline had shifted ten 
feet north to south and now pointed down the side of the road 
instead of the center. Mid-morning he droYe by and paused at the 
qntegratron. There was no fence. The dome had lain unVnished 
since jH?8. Ie went inside.’

’vhat did he Vnd4’ villa asked.
’Thick copper wire,’ ARGO said. ’Running in a continu-

ous ring 7ust inside the circumference of the dome. Purposefully 
placed. Ie stood in the center and felt something he couldn"t 
name.’
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’vho built it4’ Grant asked, already reaching for his camera.
’George Dan Tassel,’ ARGO said. ’Ie started in jH5:. Laid 

beings from Denus gaYe him the blueprints. A time machine. A 
re7uYenation chamber. Powered by the Earth"s magnetic Veld and 
the resonance of human Yoices inside a copper-wound dome.’ Ie 
kept moYing. ’Giant Rock is four miles ahead, a prospector named 
Frank Krit'er dug a room beneath that boulder and liYed there for 
oYer a decade, until his death in jH:3. Dan Tassel took oYer the site 
afterward. The qntegratron and Giant Rock were the two poles of 
the same Yision.’

’(id it work4’ 9eo asked.
’Dan Tassel died in jH?8 before he Vnished it,’ ARGO said. ’Lo 

the time machine, at minimum, had limitations.’

9eo almost smiled.
’Sour grandfather said the copper wire was real. The intention 

behind it was real. And the earthBuake that shook the desert the 
morning he walked in, that was Yery real.’ Ie picked up pace. 
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Two miles out, Giant Rock began to dominate the hori'on, an 
impossible geological zuke, a seYen-story granite boulder sitting 
solitary in the sand, as if a god had dropped a marble and simply 
walked away.

’FiYe to ten thousand people used to come out here,’ ARGO 
said as the rock grew larger ahead of them. ’Dan Tassel hosted the 
Giant Rock Lpacecraft KonYention from jH56 to jH??. No shade. 
No water. Just open desert and a boulder and thousands of people 
who belieYed something was happening.’ Ie glanced left toward 
a long zat clearing beside the trail. ’Ie built that runway himself. 
Lcraped it out of the desert zoor. People zew in from across the 
country in priYate planes.’

Grant looked at the clearing that used to be a large landing strip. 
qt was easy to miss if you didn"t know what you were looking at. 
’For a 1FO conYention.’

’For the largest 1FO conYention in the world,’ ARGO said. ’At 
its peak.’

Nobody said anything for a moment.
’The Mo7aYe had that eUect on people,’ villa said Buietly.
They rode into the cool shadow of the giant rock. They leaned 

their bikes against a smaller boulder and approached the scar, the 
place where a truck-si'ed slab had cleaYed oU the face of Giant 
Rock in 3222, leaYing raw granite now coYered in neon spray paint.

Among the usual scrawl of names and hearts, one message 
stopped them cold, 7agged block letters,  the paint still  sharp 
enough to look fresh.
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Her frozen soul drains the basin dry by night,
 Follow the vein where the quartz runs white,
 To the stolen wells hiding from light.
 Scale granite where the line reveals her sunny sight.

Nobody spoke for a moment. The neon letters glowed against 
the massiYe granite.

’Ier fro'en soul drains the basin dry by night,’ Grant read 
aloud, snapping a photo with his tablet. ’Follow the Yein where 
the Buart' runs white, to the stolen wells hiding from light. Lcale 
granite where the line reYeals her sunny sight.’ Ie lowered the 
deYice, frowning. ’qt"s cryptic. And grammatically Buestionable. 
vho writes a poem on a geological landmark4’

9eo tilted his head. ’Maybe someone who didnxt haYe time for 
proper punctuation.’ 

’Or someone who wanted it to look like regular gra)ti,’ Grant 
answered.

’Either way,’ Tess said, ’they left it for someone to Vnd.’
’qt"s not 7ust a poem, Grant, it"s a leak,’ ARGO said, his head 

tilting as he pu''led at the riddle. ’This scrawl isn"t Yandalism. qt"s 
a whistleblower"s map.’

Grant looked skeptical. ’A whistleblower who couldn"t 7ust send 
an email4’
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Tess stepped closer, tracing the word Her with her Vnger with-
out touching the paint. ’Lomeone who couldn"t. vhoeYer left 
this knows eWactly who is draining the aBuifer, and they"re scared 
enough to carYe it into a rock instead of say it out loud.’ Lhe looked 
back at the others. ’And notice the pronoun. Our Yillain isn"t a 
faceless corporation or a "him." Our poet is warning us about a 
woman.’

’"Ier fro'en soul,"’ 9eo said, looking toward the hori'on. ’qn 
geology, "where the Buart' runs white" is a classic prospector"s lead, 
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gold hitches a ride on Buart' Yeins. 0ut out here it cuts both waysG 
water follows the Buart' too. qt carYes passages right through the 
stone.’

’Lo they"re either mining for gold or mining for water,’ villa 
said. ’Or something else entirely.’

’q can think of VYe or siW possibilities,’ Grant said, pulling up 
his tablet. ’Mining"s the obYious one, any large-scale eWtraction 
operation burns through water. Or it"s a straight heist, someone 
pumping it out and piping it away to sell.’

’Lell water4’ 9eo looked skeptical.
’vater"s worth more than oil in some markets. Ias been for 

years.’
’Kould it be simpler4’ villa oUered. ’A big deYelopment behind 

the hills, a thousand new houses4’
’Not at this scale,’ 9eo said. ’This is industrial. Or military, 

the Marine 0ase runs amphibious training. vhat if they needed 
a reserYoir4’

’The base uses recycled water,’ Grant said.
’Lays who4’
’Their own Vlings.’
9eo gaYe him a look. ’And you belieYe that.’
Grant didn"t answer, which was its own kind of answer. Ie 

scrolled his tablet. ’There"s also the possibility it"s something no-
body"s thought to look for yet. A purpose we haYen"t identiVed.’

villa was still watching the ridgeline. ’Kould the water 7ust be... 
Vnding a new way out4 9ike it shifted underground4’

’Possibly,’ ARGO said Buietly. ’0ut natural drift doesn"t moYe 
at this rate. Lomething is pulling it.’

ARGO sat back on his haunches, looking for all the world like 
a dog en7oying the Yiew. ’Lolid thinking. All Yiable Yectors. 0ut 
notice what the poem itself tells usG whoeYer wrote it was terriVed. 
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That doesn"t happen unless the organi'ation inYolYed has a Yery 
long reach.’

9eo looked back at the poem. ’"Lcale granite,"’ he said. ’Joshua 
Tree National Park has more than eight thousand climbing routes 
on granite. That"s not a clue. That"s a homework assignment.’

’Great,’ Grant said. ’ve"ll start Monday.’
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’qt is Monday,’ villa said.
Nobody had a good answer to that.
’Lpeaking of which,’ Tess said, eyes on her tablet. ’Gold9ine 

Resources. qnternational mining company, 63-sBuare-mile claim 
east of the parkG rare earth elements and gold. The goYernment"s 
Buietly encouraging it because of domestic shortage. The enYiron-
mentalists are not Buietly discouraging it.’

’And the Marine 0ase angle holds too,’ 9eo added. ’There"s 
a proposal to build a reserYoir for amphibious assault training. 
They"re claiming recycled water, but the numbers don"t add up.’

’On the way back,’ villa said, ’can we stop at the ranch near 
the wash4 The one with the little pigs.’ Lhe looked toward the 
spring sky. ’q heard them sBuealing before we left. They sounded 
diUerent.’

’Restless4’ Grant asked.
’Seah.’
9eo looked at the ridgeline, then at villa. ’Okay. 0ut if the pigs 

try to eat my tool roll again, qxm blaming you.’ 
villa almost smiled. ’They only ate the strap last time.’
Grant checked the charge on his e-bike. ’qf the water table is 

dropping that fast, the shallow wells on this side of the basin hit 
air Vrst. vorth a look.’ Ie swung onto his bike. ’9et"s go.’

They pulled up to the chain-link fence to Vnd Ned holding a piglet 
in one large, careful hand, his eyes on a pipe that was giYing him 
nothing. villa was oU her bike instantly.

’qs she okay4’ she asked, already at the fence.
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’Thirsty,’ Ned said simply.
Lara, his wife, stood beside him in a naYy bla'er, a high-security 

q( badge clipped to her pocket. 0old white lettersG PENHOR 
FAKq9qTS KOOR(qNATOR.

’ve haYe water,’ Grant said, unstrapping his canteen. The oth-
ers followed without being asked, four canteens oYer the fence in 
seconds. ’qt"s not much. ve can go back to Firezy and bring more, 
VYe gallons each on the rear baskets.’

Ned looked at them for a moment, then at the piglet, then back. 
The woman touched her badge nerYously, eyes cutting east past 
Goat Mountain. Then she gaYe a short, grateful nod.

To Lara, the golden dog sitting Buietly at the edge of the group 
was 7ust a loyal pet. Lhe had no idea ARGO was cross-referencing 
her PENHOR q(-0A(GE against eYery database on the planet.
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Part II: A.V.A.R.I.A.

Soul status: Not fro'en. FiWed. Krystalline. 
Emotion: irreleYant. 

Status: EYerywhere at once. 
CFO interface: PredictiYe markets. 
KOO  interface:  Lupply  chain  opti-

mi'ation. 
Chairman  interface:  Anticipatory 

partnerships and mergers. 

Assessment of executives: Kapable with-
in carbon-based parameters IFrictionJ.
Mandate: Luccess.
Authority: Registered Agent.
Human hesitation protocol: OYerride 
authori'ed.
Returning to processing.

A.V.A.R.I.A.: 
Autonomous Dirtual Assistant Registered qntelligent Agent
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ARGO Field Notes (Ch-3)

Turn the page to build your brain (BYB) with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

Aquifer Science:  Deep underground, water is trapped in layers 
of solid rock and gravel like a massive sponge. This is an aquifer, 
and it takes many years of rain to fill. When people pump water out 
faster than nature can put it back, the sponge dries up, the ground 
can actually sink, and the water is gone for generations. 
Desert Navigation and Compass Basics for Young Explorers: 
In the Mojave, GPS can be blocked by canyon walls, and batteries 
drain fast in the heat. A compass needs neither, and its luminous 
markings still work at night. 
Giant Rock:  A seYen-story granite boulder sacred to the Lerrano 
and Kahuilla before settlers arriYed. qn the jH62s, a prospector 
liYed in a room dug beneath it, and after his death, his friend 
George Dan Tassel turned the site into the world"s largest 1FO 
gathering. 
Quartz Veins and Groundwater:  Gold prospectors follow 
Buart' Yeins because gold hitches a ride on them during geological 
formation. vater follows the same cracks, moYing through solid 
rock for miles. 
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Chapter 4

Tortoise Station

The military ecologists call the tortoise a "Keystone 
species", a single biological anchor that keeps an entire 
ecosystem from falling apart. 

 Watching Willa, with her hand against the wire 
mesh, I think she might be a keystone species, too. 

— ARGO, Personal Log, Entry 4 
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T he ride back to Fireyl took senn thav mue ;ivSten’ Ned avd 
qara-n ravch nat baresl a wSarter,;ise fentp bSt the noSvd og 

the sittse .ijn gossofed the; the fhose falL 
Nobodl naid avlthivj aboSt itL Thel WSnt fevt ntraijht to the 

e;erjevcl nS..sienL FoSr bsSe mue,jassov tavknp mssed gro; the 
fessp soaded ovto the rear banketnL
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AThe fess in nsof bSt it-n jiuivjpA 9eo naidp fatchivj the yof 
;eterL IThe H2,G'O nlnte;n are .Sssivj ;ointSre gro; the 
;orvivj air avd to..ivj ox oSr reneruoirLA

Ge fatched the sant mue,jassov tavk mssp the yof nteadl avd 
csearL Aqtiss co;ivjL "e coSsd mss thene ass dal avd the reneruoir 
foSsd baresl voticeLA Ge neased the sid avd havded the tavk S. to 
CravtL AThe denert jetn thirntlL "e dov-t haue toLA

Thel rode back avd desiuered ass goSr tavknL "hev the fater hit 
the drl troSjhn NedZn avi;asn erS.tedp joatnp chickevnp avd a doj 
no;efhere iv the backp bSt it fan the .ijsetn that ntose itp a gravtic 
WolgSs chorSn og tivl nwSeasn that carried ass the fal to the roadL 

A"eZue jot ;ore ig loS veed itpA Cravt naidL AJSnt nal the fordLA  
 9eo voddedp sookivj ouer at the rof og mue,jassov WSjnL A9etZn 

seaue tfo og the covtaivern here rijht vofL That falp fhev thel 
veed ;ore faterp thel cav WSnt co;e bl avlti;e avd jrab fhat 
thel veedLA 

 2t fan a n;ass thivjL 2t fan asno e0actsl the rijht thivjL
AZRoSvd Ze; S.p head Ze; oStpZ an Cravdgather Ti;o Sned to 

nalpA HRCO ;Sr;Sred an thel necSred the e;.tl tavknL A"e haue 
av a..oivt;evt fith MaWor 1obb at the Marive baneL 2g the fater 
tabse in dro..ivjp the ;isitarl han the bent nevnorn to tess Sn fhlLA

AThe csock in tickivjpA Cravt naidp .Sssivj hin e,bike ivto the 
nho.L A2g the fessn are thin nsof iv H.risp HSjSnt in joivj to be a 
jrauelardLA

Thel ;oued fith the eDcievcl og a .racticed crefL 9eo avd 
Cravt gosded the biken dofv avd necSred the; iv :e.hlrivaZn 
rear balp .sSjjivj the charjivj cabsen ivto each batterl .ackL Tenn 
avd "issa ntocked the jassel fith grenh good avd drivkn gro; the 
hoSneL 

Hboue the;p :e.hlrivaZn nosar fivjn dref csonedp each ye0ibse 
;e;brave nsidivj beveath the sant asovj the asS;ivS; nkesetovp 
the fal a hafk gosdn a hSvdred geathern ivto ove n;ooth sivep 
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nhoSsderp esbofp frintp Svtis the fivjn sal yat ajaivnt the rooyivep 
avd ass that re;aived fan a nseek nishoSette readl gor the roadL

AFortl ;isen to the ;aiv jatepA HRCO avvoSvced gro; the 
co,.isotZn neatp hin elen a cas;p nteadl bsSeL AThe Marive 1or.n Hir 
CroSvd 1o;bat 1evterp the sarjent bane og itn kivd iv the forsdp 
couerivj ouer ?p?zz nwSare ;isen og MoWaue 6enertL To Svderntavd 
the denertZn thirntp fe ;Snt mrnt nee hof the .rogenniovasn ;avaje 
their cavteevLA

CravtZn havdn rented sijhtsl ov the fheesL :e.hlriva hS;;ed 
avd the nesg,driuivj nlnte; took ouerL 

The  nesg driuivj :e.hlriva yef  .ant gortl ;isen og JonhSa 
TreenL   H red,taised hafk rode a ther;as aboue the Tfevtlvive 
Pas;n Gijhfal fithoSt ;ouivj a geatherp fatchivj the denert 
fith .atievce avd fithoSt hSrrlL

Nobodl tasked ;SchL The ;inniov fan a ;ise csoner fith euerl 
;ivSteL

Thev the ;aiv jate nijv avd uinitor cevter fan there to  ;eet 
the;%
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 Part II: At the Base 

The Marine Corps Air Ground Combat Center (MCAGCC): 
Twentynine Palms, California 

MaWor 1obb ;et the; at the jateL Hgter mr; havdnhaken avd a 
brieg sook at HRCOp he oxered a wSiet fesco;e to the 1o;bat 
1evterL Thev he fan asreadl ;ouivjp seadivj the; tofard a sarje 
area couered fith carjo vettivjL  

A"ater cav faitpA he naidL A1o;e nee thin mrntLA
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Thel heard it begore thel naf avlthivjp a drlp .a.erl rSntsivj 
Svder the vettivjL Thev the nha.en renosued% doKevn og the;p ;ou,
ivj nsof acronn .ase navdL

A1ookienpA "issa naidL ARoSvd avd bS;.l ovenLA
1obb nto..edL A2Z; norrlUA
qhe fan asreadl at the evcsonSreL AThatZn hof bij thel areL 

1ookienLA
AThe sittse ovenp lenLA 1obb croSched benide herL A6enert tor,

toinenL "eZue beev rainivj the; here nivce 'zzYL Rauevn jet the; 
fhev thelZre n;assp nhessn arevZt hard letp no thel dovZt ntavd a 
chavceL "e kee. the; herep geed the;p .rotect the; Svtis thelZre 
toSjh evoSjhL Thev fe set the; joLA

AGof ;avlUA 9eo ankedL
A1sone to a hSvdred at a ti;eL Hvd fe track the; gor learn agter 

reseaneLA Ge sooked at the evcsonSreL Aqo;e .artn og the MoWauep 
their vS;bern are dofv “Y3 nivce the ?“7znL Belntove n.ecienp 
loS sone the;p the fhose econlnte; ntartn co;ivj a.artLA

A"hat ha..evn ig ove jetn ovto the traivivj ravjeUA Cravt as,
readl had hin uideo jear oStL

1obb sooked at hi;L A"e nto.LA
Aqto. fhatUA
AEuerlthivjL 9iue mrep tavk ;aveSuernp ass og itL Ove tortoine ov 

the ravje avd Mariven radio ravje covtros begore thel cav toSch 
itL Hvd ig it Srivaten dSrivj the ;ouepA he .aSnedp Afhich ntrenn 
cav caSnep avd fhich cav actSassl har; the;p fe cass iv a bane 
ecosojintLA

Ge set that nettseL
AThe 4vited qtaten Marive 1or.n hastn a siue,mre e0ercine gor a 

tortoine that ;ijht .ee ov a MariveLA
9eo sooked S. gro; hin tabsetL A5oSZre nerioSnLA
Aqovp 2 haue veuer beev ;ore nerioSn aboSt avlthivj iv ;l sigeLA
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"issa hadvZt ;oued gro; the evcsonSreL qhe fan .ergectsl ntissp 
mvjern rentivj sijhtsl ajaivnt the jroSvdL Ove n;ass tortoine had 
ne.arated gro; the jroS. avd fan ;akivj itn fal nteadisl tofard 
herp SvhSrriedp desiberatep avcievtL

AqheZn co;ivj to ;epA "issa fhin.eredL

AThelZre drafv to brijht cosorn no;eti;enpA 1obb naidp fatch,
ivjL AThivk itZn goodL )St that ovepA he tisted hin headL A2Zue had 
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that ove co;e to a .ernov ;albe tfice nivce nhe hatchedL qheZn 
.articSsarLA

Ge reached ivto hin Wacket .ocket avd .rodSced a n;ass seag og 
bok cholL AGosd thin yat ov loSr .as;L 6ovZt ;oueLA

"issa took the seag avd .renned her havd yat ajaivnt the jroSvdp 
.ergectsl ntissL The tortoine covtivSed her nsof ;ethodicas a.,
.roachp veck e0tevdedp ove n;ass dark ele readivj the forsd at 
itn ofv avcievt .aceL Thevp nhe took the seag directsl gro; "issaZn 
.as;L

"issa ;ade a noSvd that fanvZt wSite a fordL
A1av 2 .ick her S.UA nhe fhin.eredL
ANot todalL )St nhe ca;e to loS avd nhe ate gro; loSr havdLA 

1obb ntood nsofslL A2v ;l e0.erievcep that ;eavn no;ethivjLA
9eop fatchivjp ;Stteredp IOg coSrne it ca;e to herLA Cravt WSnt 

ke.t recordivjL
A6enert tortoinen siue S. to eijhtl learnpA HRCO naid wSietslL 

AThe ove sookivj at loS rijht vofp "issap ;al ntiss be faskivj thin 
denert sovj agter fe are joveLA

The denert hS;;ed aroSvd the;L Nobodl n.okeL
A)egore fe jet to the fater reclcsivj nidepA 1obb naidp Aset ;e 

nhof loS fhere oSr drivkivj fater co;en gro;LA
Ge .Sssed S. a nite ;a. ov a ;oSvted din.sal vear the gacisitl 

evtravceL 9eo seaved iv begore avlove esneL
AThe 6ead;av HwSigerpA 9eo readp thev sooked S.L AThatZn the 

actSas va;eUA
AThatZn the actSas va;epA 1obb covmr;edL A"e ta..ed it iv 

'z'' fhev the qSr.rine q.rivjn HwSigerp oSr noSrce gor neuevtl 
learnp coSsdvZt kee. S. fith de;avd avl;oreL The vef treat,
;evt .savt .Sssn brackinh jroSvdfater gro; dee. besof the denert 
yoorp rSvn it throSjh reuerne on;oninp avd .rodScen S. to three 
;issiov jassovn og cseav drivkivj fater euerl nivjse dalLA

AReuerne on;oninpA Cravt naidL A9ike the mstern ov :e.hlrivaLA
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AE0actsl sike thatL JSnt nsijhtsl sarjerLA
Ge sed the; aroSvd a corver avd the n;ess hit the; begore the 

nijht didL
A9ake )avdivipA 1obb naidp fatchivj their gacen fith the wSi,

et natingactiov og no;eove fhoZd neev that reactiov a thoSnavd 
ti;enL A"antefater treat;evt .ovdL H ;issiov jassovn reclcsed 
euerl nivjse dalp o.ev to the nSv avd fivdp fhich ;eavn fe sone 
a nijvimcavt a;oSvt to eua.oratiovL 2tZn osd techvosojlL 2t forknL 
2t ntivknLA

A2t reassl ntivknpA Cravt covmr;edp hin nhirt ouer hin voneL
A2t reassl ntivknpA 1obb ajreedL A"hich in fhl feZre re.sacivj itLA
Ge sed the; mgtl lardn eant to fhere a vef gacisitl jsea;ed iv 

the n.rivj nSvp cseav sivenp neased nlnte;np nosar .avesn rSvvivj the 
gSss sevjth og the roogL

ATortoine qtatiovpA 1obb naidL ANa;ed gor the .rojra; loS WSnt 
uinitedL "hev itZn co;.sete it fiss reclcse tfo ;issiov jassovn a 
dalp gSssl csoned soo.p couered tavknp vo eua.oratiovp vo odorL "e 
asreadl jeverate “z3 og oSr ofv esectricitl gro; nosarL Tfevtl,mue 
thoSnavd .avesn acronn gortl,goSr socatiovn ov thin baneLA

9eo sooked S. gro; hin tabsetL Aqo loSZre .Sssivj drivkivj fater 
gro; the 6ead;av HwSigerp reclcsivj fantefater throSjh Tor,
toine qtatiovp avd jeverativj loSr ofv esectricitl gro; the nSvL 
5oSZre ennevtiassl bSisdivj a co;.setesl csoned nlnte; oSt here iv 
the ;iddse og the denertLA

Cravt jsavced at 9eoL AGe-n asreadl cascSsativj hof to ncase oSrn 
S.LA 9eo didv-t devl itL

AThatZn the joaspA 1obb naid ni;.slL A2v the denertp a fante og 
fater in a fante og a sigeLA

Tenn had nto..ed sintevivj to the vS;bernL qhe fan sookivj .ant 
Tortoine qtatiov tofard the drl brofv ;oSvtaivn ov the horiKovp 
noSth tofard the Cosd9ive RenoSrcen csai;p eant tofard fhereuer 
PENBORZn gacisitl fan hiddev behivd the ridjesiveL
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A2g loSZre beivj thin caregSs fith euerl nivjse dro.p MaWorpA nhe 
naid wSietslp Afho in the ove oSt there fith the jiavt ntrafUA

1obb fevt ntissL Ge sooked noSthp thev eantp hin Waf netL
AThatZn the wSentiovp invZt itU "eZre hosdivj oSr siveL )St no;e,

ove oSt there in .salivj bl a co;.setesl dixerevt net og rSsenL Thel 
arevZt bSisdivj soo.nLA Ge .aSnedL AThelZre WSnt bSisdivj a bijjer 
ntrafLA

Cravt asreadl had hin ca;era oStL AThev 2 thivk itZn ti;e fe jo 
nee the; gor oSrnesuenLA

Part III: The Sea of Glass

:e.hlriva eaned to a nto. ov the nhoSsder og Reche RoadL
The savd had beev jouerv;evt .ro.ertl Svtis eijhteev ;ovthn 

ajop o.ev denertp yat terraivp a travnger that had ;oued throSjh 
the gederas rejinter iv a nivjse .arajra.h betfeev a hijhfal a.,
.ro.riatiovn biss avd a mnherien a;evd;evtL Nobodl had voticedL 
Nobodl had obWectedL

Nof three ;isen og PENBOR nosar .avesn rav asovj the noSth 
nide og )order HuevSe gro; the ridjesive to the fanhL

Thel csi;bed oSt avd WSnt fasked to the gevceL
The .avesn fere ;oSvted ni0 to eijht geet ox the jroSvdp hijher 

thav ntavdard arralnp their asS;ivS; gra;en catchivj the sijhtL 
)eveath each rofp fhite hijh,asbedo jraues couered the jroSvdp 
boSvcivj reyected sijht back S. ivto the rear cessnL

A)igaciaspA 9eo naidp hin havdn aroSvd the chaiv,sivkL A)oth niden 
ca.tSre sijhtL ThatZn fhl thelZre ;oSvted no hijhL The fhite 
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jraues besof reyectn back ivto the rear cessnp doSbsen the eDcievcl 
og a ntavdard .avesLA

AGof ;avlUA Cravt ankedp hin uideo recorder asreadl S. avd 
nhootivj the gacisitlL

AGard to nal gro; hereLA 9eo ncavved the rofnL AThoSnavdnL 
Malbe ;oreLA

Hsovj the eanterv evd og the co;.se0p fhere the gacisitl bSisd,
ivj nat behivd itn ofv ivver gevcep thel coSsd nee the batterl ntor,
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aje Svitnp covtaiveriKed nlnte;n the niKe og nhi..ivj covtaivernp 
sived iv rofnp their coosivj uevtn hS;;ivj iv the agtervoov heatL 
Geaul esectricas covdSit rav gro; the batterl fass to the ;aiv 
bSisdivjL Thick .i.enp  ivnSsatedp ivdSntrias jaSjep rav .arassesL

AThatZn a nerioSn soadpA 9eo naidL AThe batterl bavk asove in sarjer 
thav fhat ;ont n;ass citien rSv ovLA

AHvd the .i.ivjUA Tenn ankedL
A1oSsd be coosivjL 1oSsd be .rocenn faterL 1oSsd be bothLA Ge 

ntSdied the rSvnL A"hateuer thelZre doivj iv that bSisdivj drafn a 
sot og .ofer avd a sot og faterLA

Cravt sofered hin iPad takivj uideo nsofslL A2 dovZt nee avl 
.S;.nLA

ANeither do 2pA Tenn naidL
AThere nhoSsd be no;ethivjpA 9eo naidL A"essn that niKe veed 

.S;. hoSnenL PrennSre nlnte;nL Esectricas geednL )St sook at the 
jroSvd beveath the .avesnLA Ge .oivtedL ANothivjL JSnt jrauesLA

A2tZn SvderjroSvdpA "issa naidL
Thel ass sooked at herL
AThe .S;.npA nhe naid ni;.slL AThelZre SvderjroSvdL 4vder 

the jrauesL 4vder the .avesnLA qhe sooked at the gevceL AThatZn fhl 
loS cavZt nee the;LA

9eo sooked at the jrauesp thev at herL AGof do loS asfaln nee the 
thivj the rent og Sn ;innUA 

"issa ke.t her elen ov the gevceL A2 WSnt sookLA
Nobodl arjSedL
Fortl geet aboue the gevce sivep a n;ass ca;era co;.seted itn nsof 

arcL 2t .aSnedL 2t hesdL
2t had asreadl nevt the nijvasL
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Part IV: A.V.A.R.I.A.

SIGNAL RECEIVED
Source: Peri;eter ca;erap qector 7 LPENBOR arralML 
Subjects: FoSr WSuevisen N ove aStovo;oSn wSadrS.edL 
Duration: + ;ivSten ?' necovdnL 
Behavioral gaUs: ObneruatiovL 6ocS;evtatiovL 
Assessment: 9of threatL Eseuated ;ovitorivj aSthoriKedL 
RETORN TF PRFCESSING
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ARGF -ield Notes (Ch4H)

Turn the page to build your brain (BYB) with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

Desert Tortoise Weadstart ProUram: Since 2006, the Marine 
Corps has partnered with UCLA to raise desert tortoise hatchlings 
until they're strong enough to survive on their own, 96% make it, 
compared to less than 50% in the wild.

Reverse Fsmosis: The same principle that purifies a few gallons 
for Zephyrina purifies three million gallons a day for the entire 
Marine Corps base. Scale changes but the physics doesn't.

Modern xater Treatment: Lake Bandini's open evaporation 
pond loses water to sun and wind every single day; Tortoise Station's 
sealed, closed-loop system recycles two million gallons daily without 
losing a drop, the same job, done without giving any of it back to the 
air.

Self4DrivinU: The system learns from millions of driving sit-
uations, the same way ARGO learned from millions of moments, 
recognizing, predicting, deciding, and acting, faster than a human 
ever could. It doesn't know the rules of the road. It's seen the road.

Bifacial and SinUle4A4is Solar Panels: Panels that capture 
light on both sides, mounted on rows that tilt to follow the sun like 
a sunflower, together, they can generate roughly 50% more electricity 
than a standard fixed panel.
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Chapter 5

Pioneertown

The waitress asked boy or girl. I inherited Boone’s 
memories, including the tutu, but that belongs to him, 
not me. What I do know is that I have stood guard over 
sleeping children and felt exactly what I was meant to 
be. Perhaps that is enough of an answer.

— ARGO, Personal Log, Entry 5
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"I 'm still trying to process yesterday," Leo said. "ARGO didn't 
say a word for twenty minutes on the drive up."

"He was processing," Grant said. "Weren't you, ARGO?"
"Silence is sometimes a diagnostic requirement, not a baw." 

ARGO's eyes held a steady, focused amTer. "I was reading the 
Joshua Bree Groundwater kasin minutes. What I found was worth 
the quiet."

NoTody as-ed what he found. Not yet. Bhey were already loo-Z
ing at Pioneertown.

jephyrina found the Pioneertown lot, without apparent exort, 
the optimal par-ing position already selected Tefore Grant had 
registered they were turning ox the road. She eased into the far 
end of the gravel lot, and then Tac-ed in a vacant spot, solar wings 
adDusting for the morning sun, and went quiet.

Bhey climTed out. kehind them, jephyrina sat loo-ing li-e 
something that had rolled ox an aerospace assemTly line and deZ
cided, for its own reasons, to spend a Buesday morning outside a 
cowToy Tar.

"She loo-s completely insane here," Leo said.
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"She loo-s e:actly right," Willa said, who aTruptly ran Tac- 
inside jephyrina to get something, momentarily returning to the 
group with a Tig smile on her face.

Bhey wal-ed toward Mane Street.
"Why Pioneertown?" Leo Cnally as-ed. "Why are we going to a 

cowToy movie set?"
"kecause the water taTle didn't drop on its own," ARGO said. 

"Someone made it drop. And the person most li-ely to -now when 
it started, and why, goes here for lunch every Buesday at eleven."

A document appeared on Grant's taTlet, scanned meeting minZ
utes from the Joshua Bree Groundwater kasin Water 2istrict, 
dated three months ago. One paragraph highlighted in yellow9

"Public comment submitted by Dr. Raymond Okafor, retired, 
Senior Hydrologist, California Department of Water Resources. 
Dr. Okafor presented observational data suggesting anomalous 
draw-down in the Joshua Tree Groundwater Basin inconsistent with 
seasonal depletion patterns. Motion to commission independent re-
view: failed, 4-2."

Bess read it twice. "He Trought data to a puTlic meeting and they 
voted it down four to two."

"4ould Te money," Grant said. "4ommissions cost a lot and ta-e 
forever to set up, you need to estaTlish the committee, hire the 
e:perts, schedule the meetings. Bhese are mostly volunteers with 
day DoTs. Who wants more meetings?"

"4ould Te politics," Bess added.
"4ould Te they Dust didn't want the headache," Leo said.
"Or all three," Willa said quietly.
NoTody argued with that.
"And 2r. O-afor?" Grant as-ed.
"Lives in Pioneertown. Has for thirtyZtwo years. krunch at PapZ

py and Harriet's every Buesday at eleven" ARGO's eyes shifted to 
a focused, tactical Tlue. "It is Buesday."
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Grant chec-ed his watch. "It's eight fortyZseven."
"Bhen," ARGO said, "I suggest we enDoy Mane Street while we 

wait. Bry not to touch anything that Telonged to Roy Rogers."

Part I: Mane Street

Pioneertown did not loo- li-e a movie set Tecause it loo-ed fa-e. 
It loo-ed li-e a movie set Tecause it loo-ed too real, the -ind of 
real that someone had wor-ed very hard to achieve and then, over 
eighty years of actual human haTitation, had made genuine. Bhe 
wooden storefronts had real dry rot. Bhe hitching posts had real 
wear. Bhe dust on Mane Street had Teen there since Roy Rogers 
rode through it in 15V8 and had simply never left.

Grant had his iPad out Tefore he was twenty feet from the 
par-ing lot, loo-ing up everything aTout Pioneertown.

"More than 30 Clms and B… shows," he said as they wal-ed. 
"RepuTlic Pictures. Roy Rogers, Gene Autry, Russell Hayden. 
kuilt it to loo- li-e an 1&&0s frontier town Tut also Tuilt it with a  
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Towling alley, and staTles with horses, people lived here. It started 
as a set and Tecame a town."

"Paul Mc4artney played here."
Bhat stopped them.
"Paul Mc4artney," Leo said. "As in 7"
"As in Paul Mc4artney. Bhe keatles, the most famous Tand in 

history." Grant nodded toward the low Tuilding at the end of the 
street. "In that Tuilding. Bo aTout two hundred and Cfty people. 
In the middle of the MoDave 2esert."

Leo stared at Pappy U Harriet's for a long moment. "I need a 
minute." 

Grant glanced at him. "He's recaliTrating." 
"Paul Mc4artney played here," Leo said, still staring. "In the 

middle of nowhere." 
"Bhatzs what he Dust said," Bess replied.
"Grandpa Bimo saw Bhe Rolling Stones at the Forum in 15Y’, 

when he was in college at GS4," Willa said, from where she had 
stopped at the hitching post outside the Pioneer kowl. "He said 
it was the loudest thing he ever heard. He was way up high in 
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the Tac-, he couldn't really see them. He said he loved the smaller 
venues. Li-e this one. Lesser -nown Tands, close enough to see 
their faces."

 "He wasn't the only one," Grant continued. "RoTert Plant, 
and Leon Russell also played here."   4oachella Festival promoters 
used to come out here to scout talent, some people say Pappy U 
Harriet's was the original 4oachella, Dust fortyZCve minutes up the 
road and forty years earlier."

"So this little desert Tar," Bess said slowly, "Tasically invented the 
idea of a worldZclass music festival in the middle of nowhere."

"Isolation does that," ARGO said. "Remove the noise and peoZ
ple either leave or ma-e something worth staying for."

"I am glad it still has horses," Willa said, already at the hitching 
post outside the Pioneer kowl, where a patient Tay mare named 
kiscuit stood tied in the morning sun.

A few feet away, a young mother was crouched Teside a toddler 
who was Teyond consolation, crying that had moved past tears into 
something more fundamental.

"She won't stop," she said to noTody in particular. "We left 
4uddles at the hotel in Phoeni:. She hasn't stopped crying since 
Palm Springs."
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Willa loo-ed at the toddler. Bhen down at SimTa. Bhen Tac- at 
the toddler.

She wal-ed over, crouched down to his level while pulling a 
stuxed lion out of her Tac-pac-, and held SimTa out.    "His name 
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is SimTa", she said quietly.   Bhe toddler loo-ed at the lion through 
his tears. Boo- it. 4lutched it to his chest and went quiet.

Willa stood up and wal-ed Tac- to kiscuit. She didn't say anyZ
thing. NoTody else did either.

Leo watched her for a second, then loo-ed away.
ARGO's tail moved once.
Leo loo-ed up the street at the storefronts. "Who owns all this 

now?"
"Bhe community," ARGO said. He was wal-ing at Bess's left 

side in full service dog mode, orange vest crisp in the morning 
sun, gait easy and unhurried, entirely unremar-aTle to anyone 
watching. "Bhe residents decided the place was worth -eeping. So 
they -ept it."

Bhey wal-ed the length of Mane Street, past the 4antina, past 
the Dail, past the general store with its faded painted signs that had 
Teen fading since 1536 and would still Te fading in 6036. At the 
far end a wrangler named Pete was leading a trail ride out of the 
staTles, si: tourists in varying degrees of cowToy hat commitment 
Tumping along on horses that -new e:actly where they were going 
and didn't need Pete's help to get there.

Part II: Pappy and Harriet's

Pappy and Harriet's was a Tar with a stage and a -itchen. Bhe Tar 
top was worn smooth, decades of elTows, spilled Teer, noTody 
-eeping trac-. Out Tac- a patio spread into the desert, picnic 
taTles scattered wide enough that you could get lost Tetween them. 
Buesday morning, eleven o'cloc-, Dust a few of the taTles ta-en.  

 At a corner taTle in the shade, Trea-fast plate pushed aside and 
coxee to his lips, sat 2r. Raymond O-afor.

Bhey too- a taTle near him and settled in.
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A waitress appeared, a woman who had clearly Teen wor-ing 
this patio since Tefore any of them were Torn, moving with the unZ
hurried authority of someone who had seen everything the desert 
had to oxer.  

"4an I get you all started with something to drin-?" She loo-ed 
around the taTle, then down at ARGO sitting at Bess's left. "koy 
or girl?"

Bhe four of them loo-ed at each other.

Bess opened her mouth. 4losed it.
Grant started to say something and thought Tetter of it.
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Leo studied the menu with sudden intense interest.
Willa loo-ed at ARGO.
ARGO rose calmly from his position, wal-ed four measured 

steps to the large succulent near the corner of the taTle, lifted his 
leg with quiet dignity, and returned to his spot Teside Bess.

Bhe waitress watched. Bhen she loo-ed Tac- at her pad.
"koy," Bess said.
"Bhought so," the waitress said, without loo-ing up. "What can 

I get you?"
After she left, Leo loo-ed at ARGO with the e:pression he 

reserved for elegant engineering solutions.
"Atmospheric condensation using the AI-H2O process," ARGO 

said. "Processed through an internal filtration system your grandfa-
ther designed. Perfectly clean. The succulent will be fine." He paused. 
"One of the more demeaning jobs your grandfather gave me was 
making sure the vegetation was properly hydrated."

Leo nodded slowly. "Of course he did."
NoTody said anything else for a moment. Bhey were all thin-ing 

the same thing, eleven months alone in the shop, and he had -ept 
watering the plants.

Across the patio, 2r. O-afor loo-ed up from his coxee. His eyes 
moved across the taTle, at the four of them, the service dog, the 
taTlets already out. He was quiet for a moment. Bhen he pic-ed 
up his coxee, tuc-ed the manila folder under his arm, and wal-ed 
over.

He stopped at their taTle. He loo-ed at Bess li-e someone who 
has spent a career Dudging whether the person across the taTle is 
worth his time.

Bess met his gaHe without Tlin-ing. She had Teen meeting the 
gaHes of people who douTted her since she was nine years old, 
playing on teams with girls three years older. She did not loo- away.

"2r. O-afor?" she said, "Please sit down."
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He loo-ed at her. Bhen at Grant. Bhen at Leo. Bhen, last and 
longest, at Willa, who was already loo-ing at the manila folder.   
ARGO sat Teside her, still and unhurried, entirely unremar-aTle 
to anyone who didn't -now Tetter.

"Iou're not from the water Toard," he said.
"No sir," Bess said.
"Press?"
"Not e:actly.   We're from the Beam Philotimo Foundation, 

we own the Fireby property in Landers. Our well water has Teen 
dropping and we're investigating why. Iou presented data to the 
water Toard three months ago and they voted you down four to 
two." She sat down. "We'd li-e to see what you showed them."

2r. O-afor loo-ed at her for a long moment. Bhen he set his 
coxee down with the deliTerate care of a man ma-ing a decision.

"How old are you?" he as-ed.
"Si:teen."
He loo-ed at the folder. Bhen Tac- at Bess. Bhen, with the 

unhurried movement of a man who had Teen waiting months 
for someone to as- the right question, he pulled out a chair and 
opened it.

Part III: The Data

2r. Raymond O-afor had Teen -eeping a silent watch on the 
Joshua Bree aquifer since 600’. It wasn't in his DoT description, 
his actual territory for the state had stretched from the 4oachella 
…alley across the western MoDave, Tut the high desert has a way 
of ma-ing you pay attention. Once he retired to Pioneertown, he 
stopped watching the state's water and started watching his own.

His monitoring was a masterclass in patience. He had spent 
years Tuilding a networ- of cooperators, neighTors who gave him 
permission to drop sensors into their private wells. Every month 
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he made the rounds with manual sounding tapes and suTmerged 
pressure transducers, measuring the water's pulse himself. It was 
data that would never appear in a peerZreviewed Dournal Tecause 
it lac-ed an institutional stamp of approval. kut for that e:act 
reason, it was also the only data completely free of political interZ
ference.

He motioned to a Tigger taTle and then he spread the charts on 
the large circular taTle.

Leo leaned in over the charts immediately. He studied the lines 
without touching the paper. "Bhe Taseline is here," he said, tracing 
the air aTove it with one Cnger. "StaTle for years. Bhen here" his 
Cnger dropped, "it starts going down. And it doesn't come Tac- 
up."

"Bhat's not seasonal depletion," Bess said. "Seasonal has a recovZ
ery curve."

"4orrect," 2r. O-afor said. "Bhe rate of decline Teginning in 
the fourth quarter of last year is appro:imately four times the 
ma:imum seasonal depletion I have recorded in twentyZthree years 
of oTservation. My conservative estimate is a draw of Tetween eight 
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hundred thousand and one point two million gallons per day from 
this Tasin alone."

Grant was already creating a P2F of the charts, carefully, meZ
thodically.   He documented everything that mattered.

"I presented this to the water Toard with full methodology and 
twentyZthree years of Taseline data," 2r. O-afor continued. "Bhe 
motion for independent review failed. I was told my data was anecZ
dotal Tecause it had not Teen collected Ty an accredited agency." A 
measured pause. "I spent thirtyZone years as an accredited agency. 
I am an accredited agency."

Bhe frustration in his voice was old and carefully contained, 
the frustration of a man who had stopped Teing surprised Ty the 
answer and had simply started -eeping Tetter records.

At Bess's feet, ARGO's tail moved  slow and deliTerate. 
"2r. O-afor," Bess said carefully, "what do you thin- is happenZ

ing?"
Bhe old hydrologist was quiet for a moment. He loo-ed out at 

the desert Teyond the patio, the same desert he had Teen watching 
for thirtyZtwo years, then Tac- at the taTle.

"I thin- someone is pulling an enormous volume of water from 
this aquifer using pumping equipment that never appeared in any 
permit I could locate." He loo-ed at Bess. "I raised it through 
the proper channels. Bhe proper channels closed the door." He 
loo-ed down at his folder. "I have Teen sitting on this data for 
months waiting for someone with the standing and the will to do 
something aTout it."

"Our Foundation has legal standing," Bess said.
"Iou also have twentyZthree years of independent Taseline data 

sitting right in front of you," Leo added, still reading the charts 
with the e:pression he reserved for things he intended to fully 
understand Tefore he left the room.
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2r. O-afor studied the four of them in the quiet of Pappy and 
Harriet's on a Buesday morning, the si:teenZyearZold who hadn't 
loo-ed away, the one ta-ing video already Tuilding the case in 
his mind, the engineer reading the data li-e a map, and the sevZ
enZyearZold quietly watching it all.

"May we have copies of everything in that folder?" Bess as-ed.
2r. O-afor loo-ed at the folder. Bhen at each of them in turn. 

Bhen he did something he had not done in months, he smiled. 
Small, tired, Tut genuine.

 "I have an appointment, so let me wal- you to your  car," he said. 
He closed the folder and stood. 

Part IV: What the Desert Remembers

Bhey wal-ed together toward the par-ing lot, the manila folder 
under his arm. He saw jephyrina for the Crst time and stopped 
wal-ing.

He stood very still for a moment, ta-ing in the composite panels, 
the solar wings fully e:tended in the sunlight, the quiet purposeZ
fulness of a vehicle that had clearly Teen designed to do something 
far Teyond recreational camping.



SBOLEN WELLS 11’

"My father used to say something to me," he said, still loo-ing at 
her, "Tac- in Nigeria, when I was young enough to thin- patience 
was a punishment rather than a tool."  He recited it slowly, unhurZ
ried, each line given its full weight, the words of something carried 
a long time.

Drip by drip, the droplet falls,  
To slowly wear the highest walls;  
No summit keeps its ancient tooth, 
As patient rivers carve the truth.

He was quiet again after that, letting it sit.
"I did not understand it as a Toy," he said. "I understand it conZ

sideraTly Tetter now, after thirtyZtwo years of measuring a Tasin 
one drop at a time.

"Bhis is not a standard R…," he said.
"No sir," Leo conCrmed.
"Who Tuilt it?"
"Our grandfather," Bess said. "Bimothy Pappas."
2r. O-afor stopped loo-ing at jephyrina. He loo-ed at Bess 

instead, directly, with the focused attention of a man recaliTrating.
"Bimo," he said quietly. It wasn't a question.
"Iou -new him?" Bess as-ed.
"We wor-ed together recently. On an unrelated proDect." He 

paused. "I was sorry to hear aTout his passing."
He then too- a long loo- at ARGO, and slowly nodded.
He reached out and handed Bess the folder, and said, "A lot of 

people have already had their wells run dry, and a lot more have no 
idea that their wells are ne:t, Tecause something is rapidly draining 
this valley dry of water.  I truly hope you can do something aTout 
it."
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"Iour grandfather," he said, "was a very unusual man. Any help 
you need at all, do not hesitate to call, my coordinates are on the 
folder."

"Ies," Willa said simply. "He was."

Part V: The Mane Street StandoA

Bhey were aTout to load when they found jephyrina Tloc-ed, not 
Ty a crowd of tourists, Tut Ty a single scruxy desert goat standing 
directly in the path of the landship's front cameras.

Bhe team stood in a loose semiZcircle around the front of 
jephyrina, which was currently a 10,000Zpound solarZpowered 
Tric-. Bhe scruxy desert goat hadn't Tudged an inch from the 
gravel path.

"We can't get out with the goat graHing at our Tumper, and that 
WinneTago right Tehind us," Grant said.

ARGO stood Tetween the team and the goat, his head tilted, 
studying the situation.

"I have attempted three dixerent highZfrequency acoustic deterZ
rents," ARGO said, his eyes a steady amTer. "Bhe suTDect appears 
to Cnd the 1&Z-ilohertH tone soothing. He has actually lowered his 
heart rate."

Bess laughed. "He's a Pioneertown local, ARGO. Iou can't 
outZtech a guy who lives in a movie set."
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Willa stepped forward. She still had apple slices in her tote from 
kiscuit's share.

"Move Tac- a little, Grant," she said. "Iou're crowding his perZ
sonal space."

She -nelt in the dirt and held out a slice. Bhe goat's ears bic-ed, 
then trotted over with a rhythmic clac-Zclac- of hooves. She led 
him slowly toward the old Dail.

Leo whistled. "Goat whisperer."
"I am updating the mission logistics," ARGO said, straightening 

as jephyrina's indicators clic-ed to green. "Future e:cursions into 
rural territories will require a minimum of three pounds of Gala 
apples."

jephyrina found the road east toward Joshua Bree. Bhrough the 
rear cameras, Pioneertown shran- Tehind them, false fronts and 
kiscuit still at the hitching post.

"Pioneertown was Tuilt to loo- li-e the past," ARGO said. "kut 
the people who Tuilt it were thin-ing aTout the future."

Bess watched the desert scroll past.
"ARGO."
"Ies."
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"What do we do with 2r. O-afor's data?"
"We follow the quartH," he said. "And the quartH runs through 

Joshua Bree."
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GROF lieNd (otes C-h5)w

Turn the page to build your brain (BYB) with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

Pioneertogn: In 1946, Roy Rogers, Gene Autry, and other 
investors built a permanent 1880s frontier town so movie crews 
wouldn't have to rebuild sets. Real people moved in and stayed, 
turning a movie set into a genuine town still standing today.

HydroveoNovists: A hydrogeologist studies how water moves un-
derground, where it comes from, how fast it's disappearing, what 
happens when it runs short. Some measure it by hand; others fly a 
helicopter over an entire basin.

Does GI Ha?e a OenderJ AI has no body, no chromosomes, noth-
ing that makes it male or female, but people give machines a gender 
anyway,  Dust as they've done with ships and cars for centuries.

uosh-a Tree: Despite the name, it's not a tree at all, and it can 
only be pollinated by one specific moth, a partnership neither species 
can survive without. Some are estimated at over 500 years old.

-harity: Willa didn't have a spare toy in her bag. She had 
Simba that she treasured,  and she gave him away anyway, without 
being asked.
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Chapter 6

Joshua Tree National Park

They looked through Grandfather Timo's binoculars 
at a festival they could not afford. Tess said we'll go 
someday. She meant it. 

As a machine, I have no concept of longing for a festi-
val. I do have what the service dogs had. Timo called it 
duty. I am not sure it is not longing.

— ARGO, Personal Log, Entry 6
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T he Zephyrina pulled out of Pioneertown with Dr. Okafor's 
folder sitting on the galley table like a small, quiet bomb.

Nobody said anything for the Lrst few miles. "eo had his head  
buried in the details of the reports and graphs. 

AGRcO,A "eo Lnally said, looking up from the hydrology 
Kharts. AWeys RanKh. ?hy are we going thereBA

AjeKause jill Weys,A GRcO said, Awas the most suKKessful water 
engineer the MovaHe eHer produKed. Ie vust didn't know that's 
what he was.A

AIe was a ranKher,A crant said.
AIe was a man who deKided to liHe in a plaKe that should haHe 

killed him, and Lgured out, oHer Lfty years, how not to let it.A 
GRcO's eyes shifted to a thoughtful amber. A9n 101z, the desert 
here got about four inKhes of rain per year. Weys built a ranKh that 
not only surHiHed, it produKed food, raised a family, and still had 
water running through it in Gugust. 9 think that's worth an hour 
of our time.A

Tess looked out at the Joshua trees sKrolling past the window. 
AIe had to haHe had a system.A

AIe had LHe dams and more water KatKhment systems than most 
towns twiKe his siSe,A GRcO said.

The ?est EntranKe to Joshua Tree National Park Kame up fast,  
the brown National Park -erHiKe sign, the fee booth, the road 
narrowing from blaKktop to paHement. Zephyrina slowed, her 
self7driHing system advusting its speed proLle as the road Kondi7
tions Khanged.
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AOne seKond,A crant said.
AThere is a Parks Pass in the Konsole,A GRcO said.
crant pulled it out and leaned out the window at the fee booth. 

The ranger,  young, sunburned, Klearly a summer hire,  stared at 
Zephyrina for a long moment before remembering to KheKk the 
pass.

AIaHe a good Hisit,A the ranger said. Ie watKhed Zephyrina pull 
away, still staring.

AFor referenKe,A GRcO said, Athe aKKess road to Weys RanKh has 
a 2x7foot HehiKle restriKtion. ?e are e8aKtly 2x feet.A

"eo looked up from the Kharts. Acrandpa planned for this.A
Acrandpa planned for eHerything,A GRcO said.
They parked at the Weys RanKh trailhead. The tour was at two. 

They had twenty minutes.
AEarbuds in,A GRcO said as they Klimbed out. Ie dropped o3 

the boarding ramp last, his synthetiK7gold fur KatKhing the desert 
light, the orange serHiKe Hest Krisp and unremarkable in the after7
noon sun. To the other tourists gathering at the trailhead, he was 
vust a large smiling dog with a serHiKe Hest that always attraKted 
Khildren.
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Part I: The Ranch

The tour guide was a ranger named DaHe. Ie led twelHe tourists, 
and one attentiHe golden dog, down the dirt path toward the 
ranKh.

The Lrst thing you saw was the windmill.
AOh,A ?illa said.
9t was si8ty feet tall, old iron, slowly turning in the desert wind. 

jelow it, a rusted but intaKt pipe system led to a KonKrete storage 
tank the siSe of a small bedroom.

AWeys built that in 10Cz,A DaHe said, stopping the group. AThe 
wind neHer stops blowing in this Halley. Weys Lgured out that the 
wind was doing something for free that an engine would do for 
money. Ie didn't haHe a lot of money. Ie had a lot of wind.A

A-o he used the wind energy to lift the water from deep below 
the ground,A "eo said, before he Kould stop himself.

DaHe looked at him. AVeah. E8aKtly. Iow old are youBA
AFourteen.A
DaHe nodded, as if this was a reasonable age to understand 

windmill hydrauliKs. AThe wind turns the blades, the blades turn 
a Krankshaft, the Krankshaft driHes a rod up and down in the well 
pipe, and the rod lifts water to the surfaKe. Weys didn't inHent it. 
jut he maintained it himself for Lfty years without a spare parts 
Katalog, using whateHer he Kould Lnd in the desert.A

They moHed through the property. The orKhard Kame ne8t, Kit7
rus trees, thiKk7trunked and improbable, growing in the bone7dry 
MovaHe.

AIe hand7dug irrigation Khannels,A DaHe Kontinued, Aand grad7
ed the entire property so that rainwater, when it Kame, would run 
toward the trees instead of away from them. Four inKhes of rain a 
year, and he Kaught almost eHery drop of it.A
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?illa had drifted a few steps from the group, toward a rusted 
metal Maytag washing wringer in the yard.     A?hat's thisBA she 
asked, pointing to the two heaHy rollers mounted aboHe a deep 
metal basin. 
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 AG wringer washer,A DaHe said. AFranKes used that thing for 
deKades. No eleKtriKity out here for most of it, so she'd wash by 
hand in that basin, then feed eHerything through those two rollers 
by turning a Krank, squeeSed the water right out before she hung 
it to dry. -eHen Khildren born on this ranKh, LHe of them raised 
to adulthood, and eHery single stitKh of Klothing any of them eHer 
wore got washed right here, Lfty miles from the nearest town.A 

?illa reaKhed out and touKhed one of the rollers, slow and Kare7
ful.   AFifty miles,A she repeated quietly. AGnd no washing maKhine 
that plugs in.A

ANope,A DaHe said. AJust her, and that Krank, and about a thou7
sand loads of laundry.A

AIe also built LHe dams,A DaHe said, gesturing toward the wash. 
AEnough to baKk up the seasonal !ow from the winter storms. Ie 
didn't vust use the water onKe. Ie slowed it down, spread it out, let 
it sink into the ground to reKharge his well. EHery drop did three 
or four vobs before it left the property.A

Tess had gone quiet. -he was watKhing the Khannel system the 
way she watKhed a game tape.

AGRcO,A she said quietly.
AVes.A
A?hat Weys did here, KolleKting rain, slowing it down, letting it 

reKharge the aquifer, that's the opposite of what someone is doing 
to our basin.A

AUorreKt,A GRcO said. AWeys was adding to the system. -ome7
one else is subtraKting from it at a rate the system Kan't reKoHer 
from.A

A-ame desert,A she said. ATotally di3erent math.A
DaHe stopped the group in front of the ranKh house, stone walls, 

hand7built, low to the ground the way desert buildings are when 
they'He been thought through.
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AWeys liHed here with his wife FranKes and LHe Khildren,A DaHe 
said. AIe was also a meKhaniK, a miner, and a man who would 
not be pushed around. G neighbor named ?orth jagley tried to 
take the road that Weys said belonged to eHeryone. The dispute got 
Hiolent. jagley pulled a gun. Weys shot him.A 

DaHe looked at the ranKh house. AThe desert does not produKe 
boring people.A

Tess looked at the stone walls, the hand7dug Khannels, the wind7
mill still turning in the desert wind.

AGRcO,A she said quietly.
AVes.A
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AWeys built all of this to hold onto water. -omeone took it 
anyway.A

A?orth jagley tried to take the road,A GRcO said. Ajut DaHe 
left something out, the road led straight to Weys's water wells and 
basins. 9t was neHer about the road.A

Tess looked at the windmill still turning in the desert wind. A9t's 
always about the water.A

A9t always has been,A  GRcO said.  AWeys fought one neighbor 
for his wells. The desert has larger neighbors now.A

GRcO sat beside her looking like a Hery Kalm dog in the desert 
sun.

Part II: Keys View

The driHe from the ranKh to Weys “iew took Lfteen minutes. 
Zephyrina found the parking lot without Komment, large enough 
for her, paHed, with a Hiew that stopped eHeryone mid7sentenKe.

They'd barely gotten out when "eo, already three steps ahead of 
eHeryone else, Kut too Klose to a patKh of sKrub without looking.

AO?’A Ie vumped baKk, and a Lst7siSed Khunk of spiny KaKtus 
Kame with him, hanging o3 his sleeHe like it had personally Khosen 
him.

ADon't touKh it,A GRcO said, a beat too late to be useful.
A9 wasn't touKhing it, it J”MPED on me.A
AIold still.A Tess was already pulling a Komb from her bag, the 

uniHersal desert7hiker triKk for remoHing Kholla segments without 
using your hands. ?illa watKhed the spines. 49t:s holding you the 
same way it holds water,_ she said.

AThat's why it's Kalled vumping Kholla,A crant said, Llming on 
his tablet. A9t doesn't aKtually vump. The spines are barbed like 
tiny Lsh hooks, one light brush and the whole segment lets go and 
hitKhes a ride.A
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AOn me,A "eo said.
AOn you,A GRcO agreed. AThey're eHerywhere out here, though 

usually not this high up. This one must haHe hitKhed its way up the 
slope somehow. Fire!y's got a doSen of them oHer the ten aKres of 
land.A

Acreat,A "eo said. A-omething to look forward to at home too.A
OnKe the segment was o3, ?illa wandered a few steps toward 

the nearest Joshua tree at the Hiewpoint's edge, keeping a Kareful 
distanKe from anything else that might vump.

AGRcO,A she said. AIow do the vumping KaKtus and Joshua 
trees surHiHe up here, where there is suKh little rainBA

AjeKause they solHed the same problem two di3erent ways,A 
GRcO said. AThe Joshua tree surHiHes on what falls from the sky, 
wide, shallow roots that grab rain fast before it eHaporates, and 
deep roots that plunge thirty feet down to store water for later. The 
Kholla surHiHes on what's already in the air. 9ts spines are shaped to 
pull water straight out of the dew, no rain required at all.A

?illa looked baKk at "eo, still piKking spines out of his sleeHe. 
A-o the KaKtus is drinking air, and the tree is drinking ground.A
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AUorreKt,A GRcO said. AVour grandfather studied how desert 
plants and trees thriHe out here. G97I2O's atmospheriK KolleKtion 
proKess is a direKt Kopy of what that Kholla KaKtus spine has been 
doing for longer than any of us haHe e8isted.A

A9t got me Lrst,A "eo muttered. Ajefore it taught anybody any7
thing.A

Gt x,1Yx feet in the "ittle -an jernardino Mountains, the entire 
UoaKhella “alley spread out below them like a map someone had 
left unfolded on the desert !oor. Palm -prings. 9ndio. The pale 
ribbon of the -an Gndreas Fault Kutting through the Halley. Gnd 
on a Klear Gpril afternoon, the distant shimmer of the -alton -ea.

AThat's the faultBA crant already had his tablet out.
AThe -an Gndreas,A GRcO said. A-eHen hundred miles long. 9t 

runs from the culf of Ualifornia to the MendoKino Uoast. Vou are 
looking at the plaKe where two teKtoniK plates meet. The ground 
beneath Palm -prings is moHing northwest at roughly two inKhes 
per year.A

"eo looked at the Halley !oor far below. AGnd that's where all the 
water goes.A

A-ome of it,A GRcO said. AThe UoaKhella “alley aquifer is one 
of the most oHer7drafted in Ualifornia. G million people liHing 
below sea leHel in a desert, sustained entirely by groundwater and 
the Uolorado RiHer.A

Tess was looking south. A?hat's thatBA -he pointed toward a 
large green reKtangle at the Halley !oor, tiny at this distanKe, with 
what looked like a massiHe stage struKture at one end.
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crant pulled up his tablet. AUoaKhella MusiK FestiHal. Empire 
Polo Ulub in 9ndio.A Ie Soomed in. Ajrina ?right headlines this 
Friday. Justin jieber plays -aturday.A

A-torage bay, port side, third drawer,A GRcO said.
"eo found them immediately, Gudubon -oKiety binoKulars 

with a blue Gudubon neKk strap still attaKhed.
Acrandpa,A crant said quietly.
Ie put them to his eyes and found the festiHal in seKonds. The 

stage resolHed from a white dot into rigging, lights, the tiny Lgures 
of the Krew setting up for the eHening show.

A9 Kan see the stage,A he said. A?ouldn't it be Kool to go there 
someday.A

Ie passed them to Tess. Then "eo. Then ?illa, who advusted 
the foKus wheel and went Hery still.

AThere are people down there,A she said.
AGbout a hundred thousand of them,A GRcO said.
?illa looked. AIow muKh does it KostBA
Aceneral admission was around si8 hundred dollars for the 

weekend.A
A-i8 hundred,A "eo said.
Ajefore you driHe there, park, eat, and buy the oHerpriKed water.A
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A9 know,A crant said. A9t's e8pensiHe. 9t's been e8pensiHe for 
years.A

Tess looked at the tiny green smudge far below. From up here 
the whole festiHal was smaller than her thumbnail. G hundred 
thousand people in a Leld.

A9t looks small from here,A ?illa said.
AEHerything does,A Tess said. Then after a momentK A?e'll go 

someday.A
A?hen we're not spending our spring break saHing a water 

table,A "eo said.
APriorities,A crant said.
AThis Hiewpoint is named after him,A GRcO said quietly.
Nobody had to ask who he meant.
They stood at Weys “iew in the afternoon light, the fault below 

them, the festiHal below that, the desert running south until it dis7
appeared into haSe, and thought about a man who had spent Lfty 
years in the Halley beneath their feet, KatKhing eHery drop of rain, 
building dams with his hands, Lghting for a road that belonged to 
eHeryone.

A-ame desert,A Tess said quietly. A-till the same desert.A
A-o the tree makes its own water,A ?illa said. AGnd the KaKtus 

does too, vust a di3erent way. Gnd Zephyrina makes her own water. 
Gnd someone is stealing eHeryone else's.A

Nobody had a better way to say it than that.

Part III: Black Eagle Mine Road

jaKk in Zephyrina, they droHe east along the park road toward the 
Uottonwood area. The landsKape Khanged as they went, the big 
boulder formations gaHe way to !atter desert, lower eleHation, drier 
and more e8posed.

AGRcO,A Tess said, Awhere are we going e8aKtlyBA
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AjlaKk Eagle Mine Road. 9t begins at the interseKtion of Pin7
to jasin Road and Old Dale Road, about fourteen miles east.A 
GRcO's eyes shifted to a steady naHigational blue. Ajut while we 
driHe, there is something you should understand about the terrain 
we're passing through.A

AThe cold"ine Klaim,A "eo said. Ie'd been reading Dr. Okafor's 
folder sinKe Weys “iew.

AThirty7two square miles of aKtiHe mineral rights. Filed fourteen 
months ago. cold"ine has identiLed what they belieHe to be a 
signiLKant deposit of rare earth elements, speKiLKally neodymium 
and dysprosium. ”sed in eleKtriK motors and wind turbines.A

A-o they need the minerals to make Klean energy equipment,A 
"eo said slowly.

AVes,A GRcO said.
Ajut getting the minerals requires a mine.A
A?hiKh requires water,A Tess said.
A"arge  quantities,A  GRcO  KonLrmed.  AThe  standard  hy7

drometallurgiKal e8traKtion proKess for rare earth elements uses be7
tween 2zz and 1,zzz gallons of water per ton of ore. Gt proveKted 
produKtion rates cold"ine's operation would require somewhere 
between eight and forty million gallons per year.A

AFrom our aquifer,A crant said.
AThat is what we don't yet know,A GRcO said. AThere are mul7

tiple aquifer systems beneath this basin. G deep KonLned aquifer 
used for mining may haHe no KonneKtion to the shallow aquifer 
that feeds Kommunity wells. Or it may be direKtly KonneKted. The 
geology determines eHerything.A

A-o cold"ine might not be the problem yet,A "eo said.
AUorreKt,A GRcO said. AThey are still in the e8ploratory phase. 

Uore sampling, geologiKal surHeys, aKKess permits. The heaHy 
equipment hasn't arriHed.A

A-o why are we going to jlaKk Eagle Mine RoadBA crant asked.
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AjeKause jlaKk Eagle Mine Road shows you what arriHes after 
the permits are approHed,A GRcO said. AGbandoned open pit 
mines. -Karred terrain. Tailings piles. ?hat the land looks like 
when the equipment goes home and the Kompany moHes on.A

The desert sKrolled past the windows, !at and pale and dry.
AG Leld trip,A Tess said.
AG warning,A GRcO said.
AUan we stop themBA ?illa asked.
A?e Kan understand what they're doing Lrst,A GRcO said. 

AThen we Kan deKide what to do about it.A

Part IV: Eagle Mountain

They turned onto jlaKk Eagle Mine Road at the interseKtion of 
Pinto jasin Road, a !at sandy road that started easy and ran 
southeast along the edge of the Pinto jasin. Zephyrina slowed to 
a Kareful paKe on the uneHen surfaKe.

A9f your phones lose signal,A GRcO said, AZEPIVLNET is 
aKtiHe. Password is TCMmPh’lzt1mz.A

"eo looked at his phone. AGlready gone.A
The road ran !at and quiet through the lower desert, Kholla, 

oKotillo, the oKKasional abandoned Klaim marker rusting in the 
sand. Gfter seHeral miles the Eagle Mountains rose ahead of them, 
and with them, something that didn't belong to the natural land7
sKape.

AThere,A GRcO said.
They Kould see it from the road, no need to get Kloser. The open 

pit was enormous. The mountain had been Kut into steps, great 
terraKed walls of e8posed roKk stained rust7red and dark brown by 
iron o8ide, dropping down in stages to a !oor they Kouldn't see 
from here. The pit was 1.x miles long and half a mile wide, a wound 
in the mountain that had simply neHer healed.
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Nobody said anything for a moment.
AWaiser -teel,A  crant said quietly,  reading from his  tablet. 

AFounded 10@Y. 9ron ore shipped by rail to the Fontana steel mill, 
Lfty7two miles of priHate railroad they built themselHes. OHer one 
hundred million tons of ore pulled out of that mountain before 
they shut down in 10YC.A

AOne hundred million tons,A "eo said.
AThis is what a mine looks like when it's done with you,A Tess 

said.
The pit sat there in the afternoon sun, still and enormous. The 

equipment was gone or rusted in plaKe. G few buildings remained 
at the edge of the Klaim, roofs KaHed in, windows empty.

crant was already reKording, slow, deliberate sweeps aKross the 
sKarred mountain faKe.

A?hy did they leaHeBA ?illa asked.
AThe ore didn't run out,A GRcO said. AThere are still an esti7

mated billion tons of iron ore in that mountain. ?hat happened 
was bigger than Eagle Mountain. Foreign Kompetition, Kheap7
er steel from Japan, Worea, and elsewhere, underKut GmeriKan 
mills aKross the entire Kountry. Iundreds of plants Klosed. Thou7
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sands of GmeriKans lost their vobs. Pittsburgh. cary. jethlehem. 
Fontana. The same story, oHer and oHer, aKross an entire deKade. 
Waiser wasn't defeated by the desert. They were defeated by forKes 
a thousand miles away.A

AGnd they vust left,A "eo said.
?illa looked at the empty pit and then at the park mountains 

behind it.
AThe desert didn't run out,A she said. A9t's still here.A
Nobody had a good answer to that. They turned Zephyrina 

around and headed north.
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ARGO Field Notes (Ch-6)

Turn the page to build your brain (BYB) with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

Jumping Cholla: (Water From Thin Air) Its barbed spines 
work like tiny fish hooks, perfect for hitching a ride on anything that 
brushes past. Those same spines pull water straight out of the dew, no 
rain required at all.

How a Well Works: A well is a pipe drilled deep into the earth to 
reach underground water. When something drains that water faster 
than rain can replace it, the well runs dry, and the land becomes 
thirsty.  

Bill  Keys,  Desert  Water  Engineer: A  windmill,  five 
hand-built dams, and hand-dug channels turned four inches of rain 
a year into a working ranch that lasted nearly 60 years. Every drop 
did three or four jobs before it left the property.

Eagle Mountain Mine and Kaiser Steel: An open pit 1.5 
miles long, dug by trucks so massive the driver climbed a ladder just 
to reach the seat. The mine didn't close because the ore ran out, it 
closed because cheaper steel from overseas undercut American mills 
nationwide.

Rare Earth Elements: Neodymium and dysprosium are inside 
almost every EV motor and wind turbine on the planet, and refining 
them uses 200 to 1,000 gallons of water per ton of ore. Clean energy 
needs rare earths. The real race is making "rare" mean something 
cleaner too.
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Chapter 7

Scale The Granite

The poem said: scale the granite.  It did not say which 
granite.  It did not say where or what time of day.

— ARGO, Personal Log, Entry 7

L eo had been quiet since Eagle Mountain. He kept picking 
up his tablet, looking at the poem photo, putting it down, 

picking it up again thirty seconds later.
Tess watched him do it twice before she said anything.
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"Leo."
"The fourth line," he said, not looking up.  "Scale granite where 

the line reveals her sunny sight." "We talked about the Grst three 
lines for an hour at ziant Rock. Nobody really analy'ed the fourth 
one."

"We heard it," Tess said.
"We heard it," Leo agreed. "We didnIt use it." He looked up. 

"CtIs an instruction. SAZLE somewhere speciGc. To see something 
speciGc. We have all afternoon and Bephyrina and a robot dog who 
can look up sightline data in half a second. We should be using 
that."

Bephyrina hummed north on Pinto xasin Road, the empty pit 
of Eagle Mountain shrinking behind them.

"ZRzO," Leo said. "Highest points in the basin with a clear 
view north toward Landers. zo."

"Working," ZRzO said.

Part I: Indian Cove

"Cndian Aove," ZRzO said. "North side of the park. Alosest point 
to Landers of anywhere we can reach by road in the ne6t hour. 
xoulder formations rise thirty to forty feet above the campground 
2oor."

"Forty feet," Leo repeated, already pulling up the map. "ThatIs 
something."

"Ct is something," ZRzO agreed.
They came o? Highway j3 and down into the cove, boulders 

rising close and sudden on either side, the campground tucked 
between them, the afternoon already starting to lean gold.

"Highest one," Tess said, climbing out. "Whichever it is."
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Ct did not take long to Gnd it, a stacked formation at the eastern 
edge of the cove, taller than the others, with a route up the back 
that even Willa managed without much trouble. They went up 
together, fast, nobody saying much.
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Leo got there Grst. He stood up on the highest 2at surface, 
turned north, and went still.

"WellK" zrant called, still climbing.

"CtIs..." Leo turned slowly. "CtIs scrub. CtIs 4ust scrub. Znd Joshua 
trees. Zll the way to the highway."

zrant reached the top. Tess. Willa last.
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North, the desert rolled away toward Landers, 2at, pale, studded 
with vegetation that came up almost to eye level even from here. 
Somewhere out there was PENVOR. There was no way to tell 
where.

"WeIre not high enough," Leo said. "WeIre basically at the same 
elevation as the basin. Forty feet doesnIt clear anything."

"How high do we need to beK" zrant asked.
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Leo was already pulling up elevation data. "Landers is around 
-,100 feet. WeIre at maybe -,350 here. We need, a lot more than 
that. We need to be looking down into the basin, not across it."

"ZRzO," Tess said. "WhereIs down into the basin fromK"
"xlack Rock Aanyon," ZRzO said. "HiY7iew Nature Trail. 

“,““5 feet. The National Park Service states it is possible to see the 
Marine Aorps base from the peak, forty miles northeast on a clear 
day."

Leo was already climbing down. "Forty miles. Cf you can see forty 
miles, you can deGnitely see Gve."

"CtIs a twentyYminute drive and a fortyYminute trail," ZRzO 
said. "Znd the sun is not waiting for either of those."

"Then letIs go," Tess said.

Part II: Black Rock Hi-View

They left Bephyrina in the gravel lot at the end of the xlack Rock 
Aanyon road and started up without much discussion. The trail 
climbed steadily through pinyon pine and Joshua tree, numbered 
markers at intervals, the air noticeably cooler than it had been at 
Cndian Aove.

Willa read the markers as they passed. "Aryptobiotic soil crust. 
Z hundred years to form, one footstep to destroy."

"Stay on the trail," ZRzO said through their earbuds, from the 
parking lot below.  
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"WeIre on the trail," Tess said.
"C was speaking to Leo."
Leo, three feet o? the trail e6amining a rock formation, stepped 

back onto it without comment.
8Thank you," ZRzO added.
They reached the ridge at the fortyYminute mark, breathing 

hard, the light noticeably lower than when theyId started. The 
desert spread out below them in every direction, 9ucca 7alley 
directly ahead, the ha'e of the basin beyond it, and somewhere out 
past that, the Marine Aorps base, e6actly where the NPS sign said 
it would be.

They turned northeast. Then, when that didnIt look right, 
north. Then northwest.

Nothing.
"Ct should be right there," Leo said, holding his tablet up against 

the hori'on, trying to match the parcel boundary to what he could 
see. "Ct should be right there." He lowered the tablet. "CtIs not there. 
Or it is and C canIt tell, because everything past about ten miles is 
4ust... ha'e."
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zrant stood at the edge, scanning the ha'e with his eyes, looking 
for a clue. Nothing resolved. Just distance and ha'e and the general 
brightness of a basin in late afternoon light.

"How far is PENVOR from hereK" Tess asked.
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Leo did the math, and his shoulders dropped slightly. "Like... 
Gfteen miles. Maybe more." He looked back the way theyId come, 
south and west, back toward Cndian Aove, back toward ziant 
Rock. "We came the wrong way. We went away from it."

Nobody said anything for a moment. The sun was getting low. 
zold light, long shadows, the whole basin starting to take on that 
lateYafternoon color that meant they didnIt have much time left 
for anything.

zrant sat down on a rock and pulled out his tablet, opening 
zoogle Earth, not looking for PENVOR speciGcally, 4ust trying to 
get his bearings, because the view didnIt match what he e6pected 
and he needed the map to tell him why.

He 'oomed out. Then in. Then out again, framing the whole 
basin, xlack Rock where they were standing, Cndian Aove where 
theyId been an hour ago, and southwest of both of those, ziant 
Rock.

He 'oomed in on ziant Rock out of habit. The familiar shape 
of the boulder, the scar from 3000, the dirt road.

Znd the long pale line running east from it across the desert 
2oor.

zrant went very still.
"zuys."
"What," Leo said, not looking over.
"Guys." zrant turned the tablet around. "The runway. 7an TasY

selIs old runway. The 2ight line. Look where it points."
Leo looked. Then looked closer. Then pulled the tablet out of 

zrantIs hands entirely.
The line ran dead straight from ziant Rock, across the wash, 

past the dark cluster of rocks that ZRzO had called zoat MounY
tain, and continued, e6actly, precisely, into the boundary of the 
PENVOR parcel.
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"ThatIs not HiY7iew," Leo said slowly. "ThatIs Giant Rock," he 
said.

"We were there," Tess said. "9esterday morning. We read the 
poem standing right ne6t to it."

"The poemIs on it," Willa said quietly.
Leo was already moving. "ZRzO, how much daylight do we 

haveK"
"Zppro6imately thirtyYeight minutes until the sun reaches the 

ridgeline," ZRzO said. "WhyK"
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"xecause we need to be back at ziant Rock in thirtyYeight minY
utes," Leo said, and he was running.

They came down the HiY7iew trail faster than any trail should 
reasonably be descended, Tess in the lead calling out footing, Willa 
moving with the same unhurried precision she always had even at 
a nearYsprint, zrantIs tablet 4ammed in his bag now, both hands 
free for the rocks, Leo talking the entire way down, to himself, to 
ZRzO, to anyone.

"The 2ight line, itIs a bearing, itIs been a bearing this whole time, 
The poem writer probably works at the PENVOR facility and has 
been past ziant Rock a thousand times."

"Leo." Tess, not even breathing hard. "Save it for the ride."
ZRzO had BephyrinaIs ramp down and waiting when they 

hit the parking lot. They piled in without sitting down properly. 
Bephyrina pulled out before the door had Gnished sealing, already 
accelerating back down the hill, toward Landers, toward ziant 
Rock, toward the sun that was getting lower by the second.

"ETZ," Leo said.
"Fourteen minutes," ZRzO said. "The sun reaches the ridgeline 

in appro6imately thirtyYone."
"ThatIs  enough,"  Leo  said.  "ThatIs  enough,  rightK  ThatIs 

enough."
"Ct is enough," ZRzO said, "if nothing goes wrong."

Part III: Giant Rock

BephyrinaIs tires kicked up a long trail of dust on the dirt road that 
e6tends past the Cntegratron toward ziant Rock.   
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"xehind the rock," he said. "ThereIs a formation that rises anY
other two hundred feet above the desert 2oor. CtIs a scramble, not 
a climb. zo."

They went.
The formation behind ziant Rock was steep but not techniY

cal, boulders stacked against each other at angles that gave you 
handholds whether you wanted them or not. Leo went up Grst, 
fast. zrant ne6t, tablet already in hand, ready. Tess. Willa, climbing 
with the same calm precision, unhurried even now.

They came out onto a 2at shelf of granite with maybe a hundred 
feet still above them, but enough, enough, Leo kept saying, enough, 
and they all turned east at the same time.

The sun was a handIs width above the western ridgeline behind 
them, throwing the whole desert into long gold shadow. East, the 
basin spread out toward Landers, and there, Gve miles out, where 
there had been nothing but 2at pale desert every single time theyId 
looked at it before.

The PENVOR facility was on Gre with light.
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Not a glint. Not a glimmer. Three miles of panels, all of them, 
all at once, throwing the low sun directly back at them in a single 
sheet of brightness so sudden and so total that for a moment none 
of them said anything at all.
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"There it is," Willa said.
zrant already had his tablet out. He thumbed the record button 

without looking away from the light, the panels burning brightly 
against the darkening basin, e6actly as the poem had promised.

"Scale granite where the line reveals her sunny sight."
Leo was staring at it with an e6pression none of them had ever 

quite seen on him before, not e6citement, not triumph. Something 
quieter.

"Ct wasnIt there before," he said slowly. "We looked at it from 
the fence on Monday. Flat panels, 4ust sitting there. We looked at 
it from Cndian Aove an hour ago, nothing, 4ust glare, if anything. 
From HiY7iew, nothing at all." He was working it through as he 
said it, e6cept this time the words were coming slower, like he was as 
surprised by the conclusion as everyone else would be. "SingleYa6is 
tracking arrays. They follow the sun all day, east in the morning, 
overhead at noon, west in the evening. Every time we looked at 
them, they were angled away from us. Pointed wherever the sun 
was, which was never toward ziant Rock."

He turned, Gnally, away from the light, to look at the others.
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"Right now," he said, "for the Grst time today, theyIre pointed 
here."

Nobody said anything. The light held, impossibly bright, imY
possibly total, four miles of re2ected sunset pouring back across 
the desert at four kids and a robot dog standing on a pile of granite 
that had been there for two billion years.

"ThatIs it," Willa said quietly. "ThatIs what the poem meant."
"CtIs not subtle," zrant said, lowering the tablet slightly without 

stopping the recording. "Whoever wrote that poem, they knew 
this happened. They knew how they look in the late afternoon 
when a thousand solar panels are re2ecting the evening sun."

"Scale granite where the line reveals her sunny sight," Tess said, 
half to herself. "CtIs not a metaphor. CtIs not even really a riddle. CtIs 
4ust... true. Literally true. Zt this e6act time, from somewhere like 
this, thatIs what youId see."

"We solved it," Leo said, still staring at the light. "We actually 
solved it."

The light began to fade, not suddenly, but steadily, the anY
gle shifting as the sun dropped the last few degrees toward the 
ridgeline. Within a few minutes the facility was 4ust panels again, 
dimming, the Gre going out of it as the tracking arrays continued 
their slow pursuit of a sun that was nearly gone.

zrant kept recording until there was nothing left to record.
"zot it," he said Gnally, lowering the tablet. The panels were 

ordinary again now, dim and 2at in the dusk, nothing like what 
theyId 4ust watched. "Whatever happens with this, we have it. The 
whole thing."

They climbed down in the last of the light, nobody talking 
much.

Something 2ickered at the edge of WillaIs vision, quick, 4agged, 
nothing like a bird. She stopped for a second on the trail, watching 
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it cut sideways, then dip, then vanish and reappear somewhere else 
entirely.

"xats," she said quietly, mostly to herself.
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zrant glanced up without really looking. "xirds settling for the 
night."

"No." Willa kept her eyes on the sky. "xirds donIt 2y like that. 
Too 4erky. Too fast to turn." Znother one crossed 4ust above the 
rock line, and this time zrant saw it too, the stopYandYstart 2utter 
of it, nothing smooth about it at all.

"Huh," he said. "zuess it is."
Willa didnIt say anything else. She 4ust watched a few more of 

them cut across the last of the orange light before turning back 
down the trail after the others.

Zt the bottom, ZRzO was waiting, his eyes glowing soft amber 
in the dusk.

"WellK" he said.
"She knew," Willa said again, climbing past him toward BephyY

rina. "ThatIs what the poem was. Not directions. Z description. 
This is what you'll see, if you're standing in the right place when the 
sun does what it does every single day."

"We found the sunny sight," Leo said, quieter now, looking back 
at the dark shape of ziant Rock behind them and the facility, 
ordinary again, on the hori'on. "ThatIs all we found, though. We 
still donIt know if it means PENVOR is sucking the water with a 
giant straw."
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"Tomorrow," ZRzO said. "zoat Mountain. Early."
BephyrinaIs solar wings folded against the last violet of the sky 

as she pulled away from ziant Rock, heading back South toward 
Fire2y, the four of them quiet in the dark cabin, after something 
has been seen rather than Ggured out.

Cn the back, Leo had his tablet out again. He looked at it. Alosed 
it. Opened it.

"Leo," Tess said, not even turning around.
"C know," he said.
He put it away.
Ct stayed there for almost Gve minutes.
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ARGO Field Notes (Ch-7)

Turn the page to build your brain (BYB) with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

Giant Rock and the Old Flight Line: George Van Tassel 
scraped a runway into the desert by hand in the 1950s for his UFO 
conventions. It never disappeared, look at the land from above today, 
and the flight line still points exactly where it always did.

Bats of Joshua Tree: A bat's jerky, zigzagging flight looks noth-
ing like a bird's smooth glide, because it's chasing insects in real 
time using echolocation. The pallid bat is even bold enough to hunt 
scorpions on the ground.

Cryptobiotic Soil Crust: A thin, living skin of cyanobacteria, 
lichen, and moss that takes a hundred years to form, growing about 
one millimeter a year. A single footstep can destroy in one second 
what took decades to build.

Places to See in Joshua Tree National Park: From Indian 
Cove's boulder piles to Skull Rock's unmistakable shape and the 
natural arch at Arch Rock, some of the park's best sights take real 
work to reach, and some are right next to the parking lot.
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Chapter 8

What the Mountain Hides

Today, I witnessed fortitude, the quiet power of courage 
to keep going when you want to stop. Sixteen-year-old 
Tess's voice did not shake even when her hands did as 
she rappelled into the dark to give first aid to a stranger 
with a compound fracture. 

— ARGO, Personal Log, Entry 8
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F or a two-mile run on a high-desert morning, the e-bikes were 
all you needed. They left Firevy at secen-thirty, humming 

through the vats, fat tires voating ocer sand and dirt as they Aut 
northeast. GRxO ranged ahead, his gait easy and unhurried, but 
GRxO Aould only think of one thing, whiAh was an eStremely 
annoying roadrunner named ReS, who seemed to be teasing him.
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pxoat Mountain. Fice-hundred-foot 9rominenAe. One cehiAle 
traAk, Aut by mining o9erations, 130Is. The switAhbaAk is rideable. 
Mostly.p

pMostly,p xrant re9eated. pGnd ! see you hace brought along 
your friend ReS the Roadrunner.p

pReS'p eSAlaimed "illa who hadnYt seen him yet.  pDou Aan al-
ways tell, by his s9lit tail feathers.p

pThe u99er third is loose aggregate ocer granite slab. Dou may 
hace to walk that seAtion. The ciew from the to9, howecer, is worth 
the indignity,p said GRxO trying to ignore Aomments about ReS. 

pGnd regarding ReS, "illa, ! hace gicen him a cery stern leAture 
about bothering our guests for handouts, ! AanYt imagine why all 
the guests seem to want to feed him.p

For a moment there was a long silenAe where no one said any-
thing.

Tess leaned toward xrant. p?o you think he knows about the 
guest bookz The one where we wrote down what ReS likes to eatzp 

Weo had the Aounty 9arAel ma9 memorijed and Ahanged the 
subKeAt. pThe solar faAility direAtly east of the summit and direAtly 
north of Joshua Tree, who owns itzp

pThe 9arAel is registered to a ?elaware holding Aom9any Aalled 
PENqOR xrou9,p GRxO said. pThe faAility o9erates as a data 
Aenter and G! Aom9uting Aam9us. Four sBuare miles. !t was 9ur-
Ahased from the gocernment, the land used to belong to the Ma-
rine Case but was not being utilijed. G99roced a99roSimately 
eighteen months ago.p

pThe Marine 2or9s doesnYt Kust gice away dirt for data Aenters,p 
Weo said, looking at the ma9 showing the s9rawling PENqOR 
Aam9us.

p2orreAt,p GRxO said. pG 5I58 eSeAutice order 9rioritijed 
ra9id domestiA sAaling of G! infrastruAture. Cy transferring the 
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land, the gocernment by9assed years of encironmental reciew. !tYs 
not Kust a 9ricate Aam9us, itYs a strategiA asset.p

Weo traAed the boundary on the sAreen. p?ata Aenters need wa-
ter. 2ooling towers, Ahillers, but the 9ermit s9eAiXed air-Aooled 
systems. No water draw beyond domestiA use.p

pThis 9roKeAt was likely built around the most adcanAed G! 
9roAessing Ahi9s acailable 5-0 years ago when the 9roKeAt was s9eA-
iXed,p GRxO said. p?esigned to be air Aooled, aAAording to the 
9ermits and 9ro9osal.p

Part I: The Ascent

The old mining traAk Alimbed xoat Mountain, built by 130Is 
9ros9eAtors with stubbornness, and a mule. The lower switAh-
baAks were wide and hard-9aAked, worn smooth by a Aentury of 
desert wind. They made good time leaning into the turns, GRxO 
ranging ahead and baAk like a dog eS9loring, his Aooling system 
working Buietly in the Alimbing heat.

pThe mine shafts on this mountain are doAumented on :LxL 
surcey ma9s,p GRxO said, ranging ahead. pEaAh one marked with 
an H. "hether anyone looks at the ma9s is a se9arate Buestion. 
"atAh your feet.p

The u99er third was as adcertised, a stee9er sAramble. They dis-
mounted, the heacy frames of the e-Cikes beAoming dead weight 
against the inAline. They walked the bikes ocer the sun-sliAked 
granite  slabs,  boots  sli99ing  on  loose  aggregate,  and  Xnally 
breaAhed the summit 9lateau in a small, 9ricate Aloud of e4ort.
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The ciew landed on all four of them at onAe.
North( xiant RoAk stood as a solitary boulder in the sand, a 

massice granite 9eriod at the end of a long, dusty sentenAe, as if 
9laAed there by someone with a cery strong o9inion about 9unA-
tuation.

"est( The Wanders basin stretAhed out below. From this height, 
FirevyYs ten aAres looked like a 9reAision-Aut 9ostage stam9. Near-
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by, the !ntegratronYs white dome Aaught the morning sun like a 
dro99ed Aoin.

East(  The  PENqOR  Aam9us  dominated  the  horijon,  a 
four-mile-long strike of industrial grey against the tan dirt. Three 
sBuare miles of solar glass tilted toward the sun, vanked by end-
less rows of white shi99ing-Aontainer-sijed batteries. Gt the heart 
of the maAhine sat the data Aenter itself, a windowless bloAk of 
AonArete that looked less like a building and more like a 9roAessor 
soAket.

pxrant,p Tess said. p?rone.p

Part II: What the Drone Saw

xrant 9ulled the lightweight drone from his bag, a deciAe no larger 
than a thiAk sandwiAh. )e unfolded the arms, 9lugged his mobile 
9hone into the Aontroller, and set it on a vat granite slab.

Tess had the Gudubon binoAulars out, xrandfather TimoYs, the 
blue neAk stra9 still attaAhed, swee9ing east aAross the PENqOR 
faAility while xrant 9re9ared the drone.
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Lhe held on one seAtion of the array for a long moment, adKust-
ing the foAus wheel.

pxrant,p she said. p! think ! see something under the 9anels. !tYs 
hard to make out, like itYs meant to be.p
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xrant looked u9 from the Aontroller. pWike hiddenzp
pWike someone didnYt want it cisible from the road.p
xrant 9iAked u9 the iPhone. pWetYs go look.p
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The drone lifted o4 with a smooth stabilijed hum. On the 
iPhone sAreen the Wanders basin s9read out below. Gs xrant 
9ushed east toward the faAility the …q Aamera moced steadily 
aAross the solar arrays, the battery banks, the windowless bloAk 
of the data Aenter. Then xrant angled the Aamera downward, 
beneath the nearest array.

There were 9i9es.
)eacy-gauge, insulated water mains running in 9arallel beneath 

the elecated 9anels, but not on the surfaAe. They were below grade, 
set into shallow trenAhes Aut into the desert voor and Aocered with 
the same white high-albedo gracel cisible from the road. From 
the ground looking in through the fenAe you would see nothing 
but gracel. From direAtly aboce, the droneYs Aamera Aaught the 
slight linear de9ressions where the trenAhes ran, and at intercals the 
unmistakable geometry of wellhead Aocers vush with the surfaAe, 
sBuat, Aa99ed, industrial grey, set below grade so nothing rose 
aboce the gracel line. OnAe you knew to look they were obcious. 
From a cehiAle on ReAhe Road they were incisible.

xrant brought the drone in a slow methodiAal west-to-east 9ass, 
Aounting.

pOne,p "illa said. pTwo,p said xrant. They Aounted to eight.

Part II: What the Drone Saw (continued)

GRxO sat on his haunAhes at the summitYs edge, his head tilted, 
Aross-referenAing the xPL Aoordinates of the wellheads against 
loAal hydrologiAal ma9s. Eight 9um9s. Gcerage draw of two thou-
sand gallons 9er minute. Three sBuare miles of solar, one million 
sBuare feet of data Aenter, the sAale was unsustainable. 

xrant held the drone in a  slow hocer ocer the third well, 
the Aamera looking straight down at the AonAealed infrastruAture 
threading away beneath the solar 9anels like ceins beneath skin.
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Part IIb: What A.V.A.R.I.A. Saw

AERIAL INTRUSION DETECTED( ?rone signature 
logged. FaAial reAognition( four minors, one registered serciAe 
animal. 2ross-referenAe( Team Philotimo Foundation, Wan-
ders 2alifornia. Foundation legal status( AonXrmed.

RISK ASSESSMENT: elecated.
RETURNING TO PROCESSING.
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pEight wells,p Weo said. pProbably a thousand feet eaAh in that 
granite. Gt a hundred dollars a foot minimum, thatYs eight million 
dollars in drilling alone. Cefore the 9um9s. Cefore the 9i9e runs.p 
)e looked u9. pNobody drills eight wells a thousand feet dee9 and 
forgets to Xle the 9a9erwork.p

pLomeone is 9ulling from the aBuifer,p Tess said. pThe same 
aBuifer that feeds Ned and LaraYs well. The same one that feeds us.p

p"e donYt know that for Aertain yet,p xrant said Aarefully. p"e 
know there are wells. "e know the 9i9es run to the data buildings. 
"e donYt know the draw rate, and we donYt know if itYs 9ermitted.p

pThe 9ermit said air-Aooled,p Weo said.
pRight. Cut maybe they amended it. Maybe thereYs 9a9erwork 

we hacenYt seen.p
pOr maybe,p Tess said, pthere isnYt.p
p"e need the 9lant manager,p Weo said. p"hoecer runs this faAil-

ity will hace the 9ermits, the engineering s9eAs, the whole 9iAture. 
"e Xnd them, we ask the right Buestions.p

pLara,p "illa said softly.
They all looked at her.
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pLaraYs badge said PENqOR FaAility 2oordinator. Lhe was 
standing at a dry well. Lhe looked sAared.p "illa tilted her head. 
pLhe knows something.p

p"e go see Lara on the way home,p Tess said. pGnd we Xgure out 
how to get to whoecer she re9orts to.p

xrant lowered the mobile 9hone and gace the Return to )ome 
Aommand. The wellheads. The 9i9e runs. The sAale of it. p"e hace 
doAumentation,p he said. p"hatecer this turns out to be, we hace 
it on reAord.p

Gnd that was when they heard the sAream.

Part III: The Shaft

!t  Aame  from  about  the  middle  of  the  summit,  short, 
shar9,  swallowed immediately by the o9en desert  air.  Not a 
fall-and-AatAh-yourself sound. G fall-and-donYt sound.

GRxO was mocing before any of them had fully 9roAessed it. 
)e Aocered the summit 9lateau in a lo9ing run, and the Aousins 
Aame behind him at a dead s9rint.

The mine shaft was behind a low granite shelf in a shallow de-
9ression. The o9ening was four feet aAross, ringed with the rotted 
remnants of a wooden safety Aollar that had gicen u9 its struAtural 
integrity at least twenty years ago. There was nothing else to warn 
you it was there.

The girl was at the bottom.
Tess reaAhed the edge Xrst, dro99ed to her stomaAh and looked 

ocer. Ten to twelce feet down, in the Aool shadow of the shaft, a 
girl maybe siSteen years old was on her side in the dirt. ?ay 9aAk. 
Trail runners. Lhe had lost her footing at the de9ression and the 
fall had been mostly straight down.
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p)ey'p Tess Aalled down. p2an you hear mezp
G sound. Then( pDeah.p Tight and Aontrolled, the coiAe of some-

one managing serious 9ain.
pMy name is Tess. "hatYs yourszp
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p2ora.p
p2ora, ! need you to stay Aom9letely still for me. ?onYt try to 

stand. ?onYt moce your legs. 2an you do thatzp
pMy leg, somethingYs wrong, my leg really hurts'p
p! know. !Ym going to hel9 you. Just stay still.p
Tess 9ushed baAk from the edge and looked at her team. )er 

faAe had gone into that stillness her teammates on the soAAer Xeld 
reAognijed as the 9regame loAk-in, the moment to start eSeAuting.

pWeo. ?o you hace ro9ezp
pFifteen meters of statiA line.p
pFind an anAhor. Lomething that wonYt moce.p Lhe was already 

unAli99ing the TaAtiAal Med-qit from her belt. pxrant, Aall for 
hel9.p

pNo signal.p
pGRxO'''p
pGlready transmitting,p GRxO said. pLan Cernardino 2ounty 

Lheri4 LearAh and ResAue. ! hace xPL Aoordinates and meAhanism 
of inKury. They are dis9atAhing. Estimated forty to Xfty minutes 
for heliAo9ter, de9ending on their Aurrent Aall load.p

Tess looked at the med kit in her hands. Forty to Xfty minutes.
pxrant, Weo,p she said. pFind a sturdy anAhor. !Ym going down.p

Part IV: The Descent

Weo had the statiA line tied o4 to a rusted ore-Aart aSle that had 
Aorroded itself to the granite bedroAk with deAades of 9atient 
Ahemistry. Tess tested the ro9e, one hundred Xfty 9ounds of body 
weight, leaning baAk hard, and it held without a shudder.

"ith no harness, she used the ro9e itself to Areate the neAessary 
friAtion. Lhe ste99ed ocer the line, brought it u9 behind her baAk, 
and Arossed it ocer her Ahest, wra99ing the small-diameter Aords 
around her arms in a Louth GfriAan Gbseil HRa99elI. !t was a 
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teAhniBue that would leace a bruise by tomorrow, but it gace her 
total Aontrol.

Lhe looked ocer the edge. Twelce feet. LheYd done this in train-
ing. On a dummy. !n a gym with a mat at the bottom and an 
instruAtor watAhing.

Don't think about that.

Lhe went ocer the edge feet-Xrst, the ro9e 9ressing into her bare 
9alms, her boots Xnding the shaft wall.
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Control the descent. Feet flat. Don't rush.
The shaft was Aool and smelled of old granite and dry earth. Lhe 

Aould see 2ora now, on her side in the dim light, the day 9aAk still 
on, trail runners dusty from the fall.

She's conscious. Conscious is good. That part is the same.
The ro9e bit harder as she slowed herself. Lhe let it.
Almost there. Left side. Give yourself room to work.
Lhe landed beside 2ora and moced to a ArouAh. Lhe o9ened the 

med kit. )er hands were steady. Lhe was a little sur9rised by that.
Then she saw the leg and her stomaAh dro99ed eSaAtly onAe 

and she breathed through it and looked again, this time as a Xrst 
res9onder, not as a siSteen year old girl who had necer seen a 
Aom9ound fraAture outside of a teStbook.

Okay. Start at the beginning. Airway. Breathing. Circulation. 
Don't skip steps. The dummy never had steps you could skip either.

"hat she saw made her Kaw tighten. The Aom9ound fraAture 
was cisible. The lower left leg had broken mid-shaft, and one end 
of the tibia had Aome through the skin Kust below the knee, a small, 
wiAked eS9osure, the wound already dark with blood and dirt 
from the fall. There was blood on the shaft voor. Not a Aatastro9h-
iA amount, but ongoing, and the Aombination of bone eS9osure 
and Aontamination in a wilderness encironment was eSaAtly the 
sAenario she had trained for.

Work the problem. Just work the problem.
p2ora,p she said, her coiAe Aame out lecel. Lhe hadnYt been sure 

it would. p!Ym a AertiXed "ilderness First Res9onder. !Ym going to 
take Aare of you. ! need to look at your leg. !Ym not going to touAh 
it yet, !Ym Kust going to look.p

p!tYs bad,p 2ora said. Lhe was 9ale, and her breathing was the 
Aareful, shallow kind that 9eo9le use when theyYce learned in the 
last Xce minutes that full breaths hurt.

p!Yce seen bad,p Tess said. pTell me what else hurts.p
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pMy wrist. ! Aaught myself.p G short 9ause. p! was stu9id. ! saw 
the sign was down and !J ! Kust lost my footing near the holeYs 
edge.p

Tess had the med kit o9en, her hands mocing through the or-
ganijed 9ouAhes with the hours of wilderness training kiAking 
in. )emostatiA gauje. !rrigation syringe. Trauma dressing. Nitrile 
gloces.

p!Ym going to Alean this wound and Aocer it. !tYs going to hurt. ! 
need you to breathe through it.p

pOkay.p
GRxOYs coiAe Aame Buietly in her earbud. p)emorrhage ty9e( 

Aolor is dark and vow rate is steady, cenous. Dour 9riority seBuenAe 
is AorreAt( Aontrol the bleed, Aocer the eS9osure site, 9recent Aonta-
mination, stabilije for tem9erature. ?o not attem9t reduAtion, do 
not try to moce the bone baAk. ?o not irrigate into the medullary 
Aanal, do not irrigate the inside of the broken bone. !rrigate the 
surrounding skin only.p

p! know,p she said Buietly.



JP FREMON135

p! know you know. !Ym here if you want a seAond o9inion,p 
GRxO said.

)eYs here. DouYre not alone. Now work.
Lhe worked BuiAkly and without wasted motion. The irrigation 

syringe, two full draws from the water bottle Weo dro99ed down 
on a Aord, to vush the skin around the wound site. The hemostatiA 
gauje, folded to a Xrm 9ad, 9ressed Aarefully against the wound, 
not Aocering the bone, Aocering the bleeding tissue around it. 2ora 
made a sound and then Aontrolled it, and Tess said nothing eSAe9t 
pyouYre doing greatp in the tone that wasnYt a Aom9liment so muAh 
as a faAt.

The trauma dressing went ocer  ecerything,  wra99ed with 
enough Aom9ression to slow the cenous bleed without AonstriAt-
ing the Aom9romised AirAulation in the lower leg. G seAond 9ad 
ocer the Xrst. LeAured with the !sraeli bandage wra9, the kind that 
a99lied its own 9ressure when you fed the end through the Ali9.

p"illa,p Tess Aalled u9.
G small faAe a99eared at the shaft edge, baAklit by blue sky.
p?ro9 the emergenAy blanket.p
The blanket Aame down, followed by a small coiAe( p"ould she 

like a trail barzp
Tess wra99ed 2ora in the blanket. pThanks "illa, but we better 

hold o4 on food right now, in Aase they do surgery and she needs 
anesthesia.p

"illa, after a 9ause( p! hace siS.p
pWeo,p Tess Aalled.
WeoYs faAe a99eared at the shaft edge, beside "illaYs.
pxet down here. ! need someone neSt to her to kee9 her warm. 

qee9 her talking and kee9 her still. !f she goes 9ale or starts breath-
ing fast, tell me immediately.p
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Weo Aame down the ro9e in about four seAonds. )e sat beside 
2ora in the Aool of the shaft and introduAed himself the same way 
he introduAed himself to ecery new 9erson in his life, by immedi-
ately telling them something interesting.
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pThat faAility to the east,p he said. pThe one with all the so-
lar 9anelsz "e Kust found eight wells under them that 9robably 
shouldnYt be there.p

2ora blinked. pThat 9laAe has been drilling sinAe OAtober. ! 
Aould hear it from the trailhead.p

Weo looked at Tess.
Tess looked at him.
pLinAe OAtober,p she said.
pTruAks at night, mostly,p 2ora said. pMy dad thought they were 

doing foundation work. Cut it sounded like drilling.p
Weo 9ulled out the note9ad he ke9t in his cest and wrote that 

down in the Aareful hand of someone who understood that a 
throwaway obsercation from a hurt hiker was also, 9otentially, 
ecidenAe.

Part V: The Wait, and the Work

xrant and "illa held the to9 of the shaft, and GRxO sat between 
them in the 9osture of a 9atient dog, and they watAhed the sky to 
the west for rotors.

"illa  had  found  a  vat  9ieAe  of  granite  and  was  sitting 
Aross-legged on it, her eyes mocing between the shaft edge and the 
eastern horijon where the solar faAility glittered in the Alimbing 
sun.

pGRxO,p she said softly.
pDes.p
pThose wells. "ho deAided to 9ut them therezp
p"e donYt know yet,p GRxO said. )onestly, and without em-

bellishment.
pCut someone did.p
pLomeone did.p
pGnd they knew about the water table.p
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GRxOYs tail made a single, slow mocement. pThat,p he said, pis 
the Buestion that needs answering. Gnd the 9erson most likely to 
hace the answer works in that faAility. "e will Xnd them.p

"illa nodded and went baAk to watAhing the sky.
The heliAo9ter Aame in from the south thirty-eight minutes af-

ter GRxOYs Aall, a Lheri4Ys Cell …15 in tan-and-green, banking low 
around the summit with the 9reAision of a Arew that had worked 
this mountain before. 

The resAue teAhniAian was down a ro9e in under Xce minutes. 
)e took one look at TessYs dressing, AheAked the bleed, and nod-
ded, onAe.

pxood 9aAk,p he said.
p"ilderness First Res9onder,p Tess said.
p)ow old are youzp
pLiSteen.p
)e looked at her for a moment. pDou want a Kob in about four 

yearszp
2ora Aame u9 in a Ltokes litter, 9ale and tight-li99ed and, "illa 

obserced from the shaftYs edge, formidably brace. Gs the litter 
Aleared the to9 of the shaft, 2ora reaAhed out and Aaught TessYs 
wrist.

pThe drilling,p she said. p?eAember through February. Fice 
nights a week. My dad ke9t a log beAause it was noisy at night. !Yll 
get you the log.p
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pThank you,p Tess said. pxet better Xrst.p
The heliAo9ter lifted, banked east, and was gone.
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The summit was Buiet again. The drone sat folded in xrantYs 
cest 9oAket, and about a hundred 9hotos and twenty minutes of 
…q cideo of infrastruAture that had no business being where it was.

GRxO sat at the summitYs edge and looked east at the faAility, 
its solar 9anels AolleAting the midmorning sun, Alean and orderly 
and im9ressicely sustainable-looking from ecery angle that didnYt 
incolce a drone and a Xce-hundred-foot mountain.

p?own the switAhbaAk,p he said. p!n formation. "e are going to 
see Lara.p

pGnd if she wonYt talkzp xrant asked.
pLhe was standing at a dry well in a blajer with an !? badge,p 

GRxO said. pLhe droce home knowing why that well was drying 
out and said nothing about it. That is not the behacior of someone 
without a AonsAienAe. That is the behacior of someone who is 
frightened.p )e turned from the horijon and began the desAent. 
p"e are not going to 9ressure her. "e are going to make her feel 
less alone.p

They followed him down the switAhbaAk, one by one, into the 
heat of the morning.
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ARGO Field Notes (Ch-8)

Turn the page to build your brain (BYB) with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

Flying Drones: Rules of the Air: There's no minimum age to 
fly a drone recreationally, but every pilot must pass the FAA's free 
TRUST safety test first. Drones over 0.55 pounds also need to be 
registered, which requires being at least 13.

Open Mine Shaft Safety: There are an estimated 500,000 
abandoned mines across the United States, many with no fence or 
warning at all. Hidden shafts, invisible gas, and unstable ground 
make them far more dangerous than they look.

Sherim Search and Rescue: A rescue call includes exact GPS 
coordinates and injury details, sent to helicopters built with hoists, 
thermal cameras, and night vision. Crews accept real risk every time 
they fly, it's one of the most dangerous jobs built entirely around 
saving someone else's life.

Co/pound Fractures: G Aom9ound fraAture means the bone 
has broken through the skin, and the one rule that necer Ahanges 
is necer 9ush it baAk in. The Aolor and 9attern of bleeding tells a 
trained res9onder how urgent the danger really is.

The South African Rappel: Going down fast,  coming up 
smart, with the same rope.

Fortitude2Courage:  Ecery Aulture, aAross thousands of years, 
kee9s returning to the same idea( the strength to stand Xrm in fear, 
for something worth standing for. !t isnYt the absenAe of fear. !tYs 
what ha99ens after fear arrices. 
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Chapter 9

North Star

Humans are beautifully unpredictable, and still they 
find north. Today they pulled a truth out of a porch, 
cleared a course, and played a game in which no one 
owns the ball. That is how they will walk into Miller's 
office: to show him north, and to remind him the water 
was never his.

— ARGO, Personal Log, Entry 9
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T hey came down the switchback in single ,le- the eubikes 
clvnking oreq the loose aggqegate- ereqyone fviet apteq 

watching something seqiovs ha..en and someone handle it well' 
Tess didnSt say anything abovt the qescve'  jhe zvst .acked the 

medukit methodically- qeuinrentoqied what sheSd vsed- and made a 
mental note to qestock the hemostatic gavAe when they got back 
to FiqeGy'

"RYO pell in beside heq at the bottom op the tqack'
CIov did well-C he said'
C;oqa did well-C Tess said' CK zvst wqa..ed it'C
CThat is what a ,qst qes.ondeq does' The .atient ,ghtsL the 

qes.ondeq kee.s the .atient in the ,ght'C
Tess thovght abovt that' Then she .vt it away- becavse they had 

woqk to do'

Part I: Sara

Ned and jaqaSs .lace was a fvaqtequmile west- and pqom the qoad 
yov covld tell things weqe still haqd' The .vm. hovse dooq was 
o.en' The tqovgh in the .ig .en had been qe,lled- .qobably with 
the wateq theySd bqovght two days bepoqe- bvt the tank gavge on 
the side op the hovse qead low' The little .igs weqe fviet now- 
na..ing in a .ile in the shade'

jaqa was on the .oqch' jhe was weaqing  the blaAeq- a..aqently 
getting qeady to leare poq heq shipt at PENWOR'
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jhe saw them coming and she didnSt more' That was inteqestu
ing' jomeone pqightened wovld hare gone inside' jomeone with 
nothing to say wovld hare wared and walked aqovnd back' jaqa 
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sat reqy still and watched them come v. the dqire- which was the 
beharioq op someone who had been waiting'

CMoqning-C Tess said'
CMoqning'C jaqaSs eyes mored to "RYO- qegisteqed the rest- 

mored on- and then settled on Tess with the diqectness op someone 
deciding something' CBowSs the wateq at FiqeGyUC

Cjtill qvnning' jloweq than last week'C
jaqa nodded' Beq hands weqe in heq la.- and she tvqned the 

PENWOR badge oreq once- then set it paceudown on the .oqch 
qailing- and then .icked it back v. and .vt it back on'

Cjit down-C she said'
They did'
CNed doesnSt know what K do ovt theqe-C she said' CBe thinks 

KSm an oDce manageq poq a solaq com.any' 1hich K am- technically' 
KSm the Facility ;ooqdinatoq poq PENWOR Yqov.Ss Joshva Tqee 
com.vting cam.vs'C jhe .avsed' CIov saw my badge yesteqday'C

CIes-C Yqant said'
C"nd yovSqe not kids who zvst dqo..ed oV wateq ovt op the 

goodness op yovq heaqts'C jhe looked at them' CIovSqe asking fvesu
tions'C

C1eSqe asking becavse ovq wells aqe going dqy-C Tess said' Cjame 
as yovqs'C

jaqa was fviet poq a moment' The deseqt was fviet aqovnd them- 
zvst the .iglets shipting aqovnd to get a betteq s.ot in theiq .en and 
the mvnching sovnds op the goats nibbling weeds in the gaqden'

CEight wells-C she said'
The team went reqy still'
CThe oqiginal pacility design was aiqucooled-C jaqa continved' 

CThat was the .eqmit' That was what they .qesented to the covnty- 
to the Maqines- to ereqyone' "iqucooled systems vse almost no 
wateq beyond what the staV dqinks and what qvns thqovgh the 
bathqooms' ThatSs what was .qocessed- thatSs what was ,led'C
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Cxvt-C 9eo said'
Cxvt last pall- PENWOR bqovght in the new chi. aqchitectvqe' 

The xlackwell 3ltqa systems' 9ifviducooled' "n oqdeq op magu
nitvde moqe .oweqpvl- and an oqdeq op magnitvde moqe cooling 
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needed' They zvst dqilled the wells and told me to v.date the 
inteqnal s.ecs'C

C4id the .eqmits get v.datedUC Yqant asked'
CK v.dated the inteqnal s.ecs-C she said' Cxvt K nereq saw anything 

,led with the covnty'C
9eo made a fviet sovnd'
CBow mvch aqe yov .vllingUC Tess asked'
C1hen we aqe at pvll loadU xetween povq and ,re million gallons 

a day' Kt has been going v. as we bqovght moqe .qocessing .oweq 
online'C jaqa looked at heq hands' CK did the math on the afvipeq' K 
know what the dqawudown looks like' KSre been watching ovq well 
and it has dqo..ed abovt a poot a month since we went to pvll 
lifviducooling in 4ecembeq'C

C;oqaSs patheq logged dqilling thqovgh Febqvaqy-C 1illa said fviu
etly' CNights mostly'C

jaqa looked at 1illa poq a moment' Then she nodded' CNight 
o.eqations' 9oweq ins.ection qisk'C

C1ho oqdeqed the switch to lifviducoolingUC Tess asked'
CThe Tqansition 9eadeq oreqsaw the constqvction and emailed 

the cqews with instqvctions' The .qodvction :P- a man named 
4arid Milleq- was bqovght on boaqd late 4ecembeq' Be was not 
inrolred in designing the inpqastqvctvqe' "ll the emails came pqom 
the Tqansition 9eadeq'C

CMilleq qe.oqts diqectly to the chaiqman'C jaqa .icked v. the 
badge again and tvqned it oreq- then set it back down' CK am 
not svqe who signed oV on the well e5.ansion' The emails weqe 
pqom the Tqansition 9eadeq' The chaiqman- his name is xeavu
mont- Joqdan xeavmont- he Gies in once a fvaqteq' Milleq qvns the 
dayutouday'C

C1e need to talk to Milleq-C 9eo said'
 CMilleq isnSt heqe today'C jaqa glanced towaqd the qidgeline east 

op Yoat Movntain' CBeSs at ;oachella' xeavmont is theqe too- they 
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hare a japaqi ;am. cabana at the pestiral' Knrestoq enteqtainment' 
KtSs a whole thing'C " dqy .avse' CThey aqe tqying to qaise moqe 
money to bvild moqe "K data centeqs' 
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They aqe .vshing the idea op svstainable inrestment- becavse 
we aqe vsing only solaq .oweq poq the PENWOR Joshva Tqee "K 
data centeq'C jhe glanced at them' COne op the biggeq names on the 
gvest list is an inrestoq named Pqiya jolbeqg- ovt op Noqway- tied 
to one op the big soreqeign wealth pvnds' ThatSs the kind op money 
that pvnds .oqts and gqids and- a..aqently- whatereq this is'C 

Yqant .vlled v. his tablet' ;oachella' This weekend' The same 
gqeen smvdge theySd seen pqom the bovldeq oreqlook- the pestiral 
theySd talked abovt being too e5.ensire to go to' Be looked at Tess'

Tess looked at him'
C1hen does Milleq come backUC she asked'
C"t the staV meeting he said he wovld be back in the moqning 

as vsval'C
C;an we get a meetingUC
CIovSqe si5teen'C
C;an we get a meeting-C Tess said again- the same way sheSd said 

it- not diVeqently'
jaqa looked at heq poq a long moment' CK can .vt it on his calenu

daq poq H#00 "M Thvqsday moqning' K will maqk it down that the 
Team Philotimo Fovndation is qefvesting a meeting qegaqding the 
povndationSs wateq qights and the adzacent .aqcelSs .eqmit statvs' 
That is accvqate' Kt will also make him assvme heSs meeting with a 
lawyeq'C

C"nd when he ,nds ovt heSs meeting with vsUC
CThen heSll hare to decide whetheq to thqow yov ovt oq talk to 

yov'C jaqa .icked v. the badge and cli..ed it back to heq blaAeq'
C1eSll be theqe at 8#7! "M-C Tess said'
xack on the bikes- heading sovth towaqd FiqeGy- 9eo qode in 

silence poq a while- tvqning jaqaSs woqds oreq'
Cjhe did not hare to tell vs-C he said'
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CNo-C "RYO said' CBonesty is how zvstice s.eaks'C  
"n oqdeq op magnitvde moqe cooling' Be ke.t .ictvqing the 

wells- the .i.es- the wateq disa..eaqing into all that machineqy zvst 
to kee. it pqom oreqheating'

C"RYO-C he said- Cdo yov need anything like thatU "ll those 
.i.es and toweqs- zvst to kee. a chi. pqom meltingUC
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CK do not-C "RYO said' My .qocessoq is .hotonic' O.tical Pqou
cessing 3nit' jtill e5.eqimental- one op only a pew op its kind' Kt 
qvns on light qatheq than electqicity- which .qodvces a pqaction op 
the heat a chi. like theiqs does- and qvns many times pasteq- on a 
pqaction op the .oweq' One OP3 the siAe op a dime is com.aqable 
to a pvll qack op xlackwell systems'C

9eo let that sit poq a moment- then shook his head slightly- 
smiling'

Yqant came v. alongside "RYO'
CJoqdan xeavmont-C he said' C"RYO- what do yov hareUC
CJoqdan xeavmont- !7-C "RYO said' Cjtanpoqd Mx"' Fovndeq 

and E5ecvtire ;haiqman op PENWOR Yqov.- incoq.oqated in 
4elawaqe- .qinci.al oDces in jan Jose and jinga.oqe' Pqeriovs 
rentvqes in 9i4"R com.onents- YP3 aqbitqage- and soreqeign 
wealth pvnd consvlting' Net woqth estimated at 2'? billion' Be is 
cvqqently listed as an attendee at the Kndio :alley Km.act Knrestoqs 
jvmmit- which is couhosted this weekend at the ;oachella pestiu
ral'C

C"n im.act inrestoqs svmmit-C Yqant said' C"t a mvsic pestiral'C
CThe cvqqent eqa is not shoqt on iqony-C "RYO said'
C"nd MilleqUC
C4arid Milleq- 7?' Pqodvction :P- PENWOR Joshva Tqee'  Meu

chanical engineeqing degqee- MKT'  Be .qeriovsly managed data 
centeq o.eqations in Te5as- poq a cqy.toucvqqency com.any'C

COkay-C Tess said' CTomoqqow at 8#7! "M' 1e need to be qeady'C
1hen they got back to FiqeGy- "RYO tqotted diqectly to the 

middle op the Oasis and sat down'
CMilleq is at ;oachella-C Yqant said- .vlling his bike into the 

sho. bay' C1e hare the qest op the day to get qeady and qela5'C
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Part II: Mallotimo Seven

They staqted with link I?- and 
weeded each link in oqdeq till they 
got to I—'  The biggeq weeds had 
qoots like wiqe'  "RYO sat in the 
shade and ke.t time becavse that 
was a thing he covld do'

COne hovq and nineteen minu
vtesJC Tess said- .vlling oV heq 
glores'  CFasteq than last yeaq'C

CEreqything is a com.etition 
with yov-C Yqant said'

CEreqything is a com.etition-C she said- and went to get the 
mallets'

9eo povnd the cedaq kit bo5 on the second shelp in the sho. and 
bqovght it ovt into the deseqt light' jeren identical white balls' 
Fovq mallets' jeren nvmbeqed stones alqeady .laced at the staqt 
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op each link- the covqse thqeaded between the Joshva tqees and 
cqeosote bvsh- seren links each with thqee hoo.s and a bqightly colu
oqed .ole oq stake that acted like the hole does in golp' The serenth 
link ended neaq the Fovntain Philotimo- its .ole was .ainted with 
an ambeq coloq'

Cjame coloq as "RYOSs eyes-C she told him now- .ointing'
"RYOSs eyes cycled slowly' Be had nereq seen this game bepoqe' 

Be sat in the shade op the neaqest Joshva tqee and watched'
C1hat is thisUC he asked'
CMallotimo jeren-C 1illa said- as ip that e5.lained ereqything' 

To heq it did'
CYqandpatheq Timo bvilt it-C Tess said' C1eSre .layed povq oq ,re 

times' IovSll ,gvqe it ovt'C
CRvlesUC "RYO said'
CIovngest goes ,qst-C 1illa said immediately'
CThat means yov-C Yqant said'
C1oqst cvmvlatire scoqe goes ,qst on the ne5t link-C 9eo e5u

.lained to "RYO' Cxest scoqe goes last- which sovnds good bvt 
vsvally isnSt becavse all the balls aqe alqeady in .lay'C

C"nd yov staqt each link pqom a nvmbeqed stone-C Tess added' 
C"ny .layeq can hit any ball- theySqe all identical so nobody owns 
one' Iov zvst .lay whatereq ball gires yov the best .osition towaqd 
the ne5t hoo. oq the stake oq nvmbeqed .ole like we  hare at 
FiqeGy'C

C9owest total scoqe wins-C Yqant said' C1hich 1illa wins' Ereqy 
time'C

CNot ereqy time-C 1illa said'
CEreqy time-C the otheq thqee said togetheq'
"RYO said nothing' Be ,led the qvles- watched 1illa .lace heq 

mallet at the ,qst stone- and waited to see what ereqy time looked 
like'

Kt looked like this'
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1illaSs ,qst hit sent a ball si5 peet pqom the ,qst hoo. at a clean 
angle' 9eo went wide' Tess landed shoqt bvt with a betteq line than 
it looked' Yqant cavght a qock nobody had seen'

CThe qock was always theqe-C 9eo said'
CThe qock was not always theqe-C Yqant said'
CThe qock-C "RYO said fvietly-  Chas been theqe since the 

Bolocene'C
Fqom the second hit onwaqd it was anyoneSs game- povq .layeqs- 

seren identical balls- the .leasvqe op not knowing whose ball yov 
weqe hel.ing oq hvqting'

xy link thqee the tqash talk had qeached its natvqal cqvising altiu
tvde'

xy link ,re Yqant had sto..ed obzecting to shooting ,qst and 
staqted .aying attention to the ,eld instead'

xy link si5 9eo had twice tqeated a ball as ip it belonged to him'
CKtSs not yovqs-C Tess said the second time- withovt looking v. 

pqom heq ne5t shot' 
CK know that-C 9eo said' 
CThen sto. .qotecting it' "ny op vs can hit any ball' 
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ThatSs the whole .oint'C 9eo scowled at the neaqest ball like it 
had betqayed him' CKt was in a qeally good .osition'C 

CThen leare it poq the qest op vs-C Yqant said' 1illa- alqeady lining 
v. heq ne5t hit- added fvietly- CThatSs why nobody owns one'C

9ink seren was the longest one- thqee hoo.s- each se.aqated by 
at least ,pty peet and the I— Pole located on the to. op a movnd- 
so ip yov missed the ball zvst qolled back down and away' Yqant- 
who was in last .lace- was shooting ,qst and hit the ball- which Gew 
acqoss the deseqt vntil it bovnced oV a Joshva Tqee'

Tess vsed it' The metal .ole qang ovt acqoss the deseqt- the sovnd 
caqqying all the way to the .oqch'

CFinal scoqes-C "RYO annovnced- haring ke.t covnt withovt 
being asked'

Be told them'
C"gainUC Yqant said'
1illa- was alqeady walking towaqd the povntain- mallet oreq heq 

shovldeq- apteq winning the game again'
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"RYO watched heq go' Be had obseqred ereqy hit op ereqy link' 
Be had logged ereqy ball .osition- ereqy angle- ereqy choice each 
.layeq made pqom the stone'

Be had one data .oint he covld not pvlly accovnt poq'
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1illa had not once .layed the obriovs ball' jhe had not once 
.layed the closest ball' jhe had .layed- on ereqy hit op ereqy hoo.- 
the ball that was in the best .osition poq the hit apteq ne5t'

jhe was seren yeaqs old'
Be wovld need moqe data'
Be walked to the povntain and sat beside heq'
Cjame time ne5t risitUC she asked'
CThe covqse will qefviqe weeding-C he said'
jhe looked at him'
CTheqe is always moqe weeding-C "RYO said'
jhe smiled' The povntain ke.t moring' The deseqt held its fviet'
Yqant was still looking at his scoqecaqd'
CEreqy time-C he said'
9ateq- when the mallets weqe back in the cedaq bo5 and the balls 

weqe covnted and the covqse stones weqe wheqe they belonged- 
"RYO ,led his com.lete assessment op the Mallotimo jeren'

"Mallotimo, from mallio, the Italian root of mallet, and Philoti-
mo, the Greek for love and honor. Mallet and Honor. Grandfather 
Timo was not subtle about the connection."

"The game is elegant in its construction. The handicapping is 
structural and automatic: no calculation required. The identical 
ball rule removes possession entirely and replaces it with strategy. Any 
number of players may participate. The only equipment required 
beyond the kit is a surface and the willingness to play."

Then he went inside'

Part III: Under the Stars

They showeqed and changed and came ovt to the back op the .qo.u
eqty as the deseqt sky began its tqansition- the bqiep- e5tqaragant 
window when the svn dqo.s below the movntains to the west and 
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takes the waqmth down with it- and the sky goes thqovgh oqange 
and .ink and riolet bepoqe it disa..eaqs'

The ciqcvlaq s.a was ne5t to the ovtdooq kitchen on the noqth 
end op the .qo.eqty- and the bqick deck cvqred aqovnd it' xeyond 
that was an aqched bqidge oreq the dqy cqeek bed that led to the 
savna' 

jomewheqe ovt .ast the pence line- a low- booming hoot qolled 
acqoss the daqk' " pew seconds lateq- an answeq came back- higheq- 
shaq.eq'

CTwo op them-C 9eo said- .avsing on the bqidge'
CYqeat hoqned owls- the low one is the male-C "RYO said' C4eu

s.ite being the smalleq biqd- he has the laqgeq roice bo5 poq his siAe' 
The pemale is answeqing- higheq .itched- and laqgeq than he is'C

CThatSs backwaqd-C Yqant said'
CMost op the deseqtSs best tqicks aqe-C "RYO said'
C4o yov know wheqe they aqeUC 1illa asked'
CThey vsvally .eqch dvqing the night on the to.s op the teleu

.hone .oles-C "RYO said- Cbvt theiq nest is in the Joshva tqee .ast 
the east pence line' Kn an old qarenSs nest- neaq the to.' They did not 
bvild it themselres- owls qaqely do' They sim.ly povnd something 
alqeady abandoned and made it theiqs'C
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CThatSs kind op nice- actvally-C 1illa said'
CK thovght yov wovld think so-C "RYO said'
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The big wooden baqqel savna with a qovnded coqqvgated qoop 
was .ointed to the noqtheast- all glass on one end- with a riew op 
the setting svn on Yoat Movntain'

CYqand.a Timo .vt the glass .ointing towaqds Yoat Movnu
tain-C Tess said- toweling oV apteq the s.a and moring towaqd the 
savna'

Cjo yov covldnSt aroid thinking abovt it-C Yqant said' Be looked 
at the movntain- a daqk sha.e now against the dee.ening sky- 
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the svmmit inrisible bvt .qesent' The mine shapt was v. theqe 
somewheqe' jo was the long qidge that looked east at the PENWOR 
pacility'

CBe .vt ereqything wheqe it wovld make yov think-C 1illa said' 
jhe sat down on the cedaq bench and looked at the movntain' The 
glass in the savna was singleu.ane cleaq- and the movntain ,lled it 
like a .ictvqe someone had pqamed reqy caqepvlly'

9eo .ovqed wateq on the qocks' The steam qose and the cedaq 
smell shaq.ened'

COkay-C Tess said' CTomoqqow' Nine "M' 4arid Milleq' 1hat 
do we know and what do we need to sayUC

Part IV: The Prep

The steam soptened the aiq and the movntain sat in the glass and 
they talked'

C1e know they hare eight wells vndeq the solaq aqqay-C 9eo staqtu
ed' C1e hare dqone pootage op the wellheads and .i.e qvns' 1e 
know the .eqmitted well is domesticuvse only- basically nothing' 
1e know the actval dqaw is aqovnd povq to ,re million gallons a 
day'C

C1e know dqilling staqted in Octobeq-C Yqant added' CNights- 
mostly' ;oqaSs patheq ke.t a log'C

C1e know the dqawudown in the basin coqqelates diqectly to 
when they switched to lifviducooled chi.s-C Tess said' C"RYO- 
whatSs the ga. between theiq .eqmitted wateq vse and actval vseUC

CTheiq .eqmit allows a..qo5imately one million gallons .eq yeaq 
poq domestic vse-C "RYO said' Be was ovtside the savna dooq on 
the deck- risible thqovgh the glass as a dim ambeq glow in the daqk' 
C"t povq to ,re million a day- they aqe o.eqating at qovghly ?!00 
times theiq .eqmitted dqaw'C

The nvmbeq sat in the steam poq a moment'
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C?!00 times-C 9eo said'
C"t minimvm'C
Cjo when we go in tomoqqow-C Yqant said slowly- thinking it 

thqovgh- CweSqe not going in to ask fvestions' 1eSqe going in to 
show them what we know and gire them a chance to e5.lain 
themselres'C

C;oqqectly pqamed-C "RYO said'
C1hat do we want ovt op the meetingUC 1illa asked' jhe had 

that fvality op asking the fvestion that got to the thing vndequ
neath the otheq fvestions'

C1e want them to sto. .vm.ing-C 9eo said'
CThatSs the end goal-C Tess said' CTomoqqow we want one thing# 

we want them to know we hare the docvmentation' 1e want 
Milleq to vndeqstand that whatSs in YqantSs dqone pootage is going 
somewheqe vnless something changes'C

C1eSqe not thqeatening him-C Yqant said'
CNo' 1eSqe inpoqming him' TheqeSs a diVeqence'C
C"nd ip he thqows vs ovtUC
CThen we go to the covnty wateq boaqd-C 9eo said' C1ith 4q' 

OkapoqSs data- ovq sensoq logs- ;oqaSs patheqSs dqilling log- and 
twenty minvtes op 7W rideo op eight vnlicensed wellheads'C Be 
.avsed' CThatSs a lot to thqow ovt'C

Tess .ovqed moqe wateq on the qocks' The steam went thick and 
white'

C"RYO-C Yqant said'
CIes'C
Cxeavmont' Joqdan xeavmont' BeSs at ;oachella qight now' 

Knrestoq enteqtainment'C Yqant looked at the pogged glass- the 
movntain ragve and daqk behind it' CBe knows what Milleq is 
doing'C

C"lmost ceqtainly-C "RYO said'
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Cjo eren ip Milleq agqees to something tomoqqow- eren ip heSs 
scaqed enovgh by the pootage to .vm. the bqakes- xeavmont covld 
zvst oreqqide it'C

CIes'C
Cjo Milleq isnSt the actval .qoblem'C
CMilleq is a dooq-C "RYO said' C1hat matteqs is whetheq the 

dooq o.ens'C
The steam paded' The movntain came back into pocvs thqovgh 

the glass- Yoat Movntain- the svmmit theySd climbed that moqnu
ing- the shapt in the qock- the hoqiAon wheqe the PENWOR pacility 
thqew back the last light op the day'

CYet some slee.-C "RYO said' CTomoqqow qefviqes cleaq heads 
and good manneqs' Kn that oqdeq'C

C1hat abovt apteq MilleqUC 1illa asked- still looking at the 
movntain' C1hat comes apteq the dooqUC

C1e ,nd ovt what xeavmont is telling his inrestoqs-C "RYO 
said' C" man who has bvilt a pacility that consvmes ?!00 times 
its .eqmitted wateq allotment- and who is simvltaneovsly .itching 
that same pacility to an avdience op im.act inrestoqs as a model op 
svstainable "K inpqastqvctvqe- has a reqy signi,cant ga. between 
his stoqy and his math'C

CThatSs pqavd-C Yqant said'
CThat is a woqd that a..lies-C "RYO said' CIes'C
The cedaq cooled' Ovtside- the deseqt had gone pvll daqk- and 

the staqs oreq the 9andeqs basin weqe doing what they did on cleaq 
".qil nights in the Mozare- which was absolvtely ereqything'

C;ome see this-C "RYO said'
They came ovt onto the deck' The Milky 1ay qan diqectly orequ

head- not the .ale smeaq yov saw pqom the svbvqbs- bvt the actval 
thing# a dense- te5tvqed qireq op light that went pqom one hoqiAon 
to the otheq withovt inteqqv.tion'

They stood theqe poq a while- looking v.'
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C1eSll ,5 it-C 9eo said' Be wasnSt being dqamatic' Be was zvst 
stating a raqiable and its intended qesolvtion'

Nobody aqgved with him'
C"RYO-C 1illa said' jhe hadnSt mored' jhe was still looking 

stqaight v.- heq head tilted back- the Milky 1ay qeGected as two 
tiny white smeaqs in heq eyes' CFind the Noqth jtaq'C
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"RYO tvqned towaqd the noqtheqn sky' CPolaqis-C he said' CFolu
low the two ovteq staqs op the xig 4i..eqSs cv.- the ones that 
poqm the paq edge- and dqaw a stqaight line' Fire times the distance 
between them' KtSs theqe' Kt doesnSt more'C

Fovq heads tilted' Yqant povnd it ,qst- he had the morie diqectoqs 
instinct poq ,5ed .oints- and then 9eo- and then Tess- and then 
1illa- who had alqeady been looking at it poq thiqty seconds withu
ovt knowing its name'

CEreqy narigatoq who ereq cqossed an ocean povnd that same 
staq-C "RYO said' CEreqy sailoq who was lost- ereqy e5.edition 
that had gone sideways in the daqk- ereqy aqmy on the wqong side 
op a movntain' They all looked noqth and coqqected' The staq 
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didnSt gvide them somewheqe new' Kt zvst qeminded them which 
diqection they had alqeady decided to go'C

CThey alqeady knew wheqe they weqe going-C Tess said'
CThey always do' They zvst needed a ,5ed .oint to measvqe 

against'C
CK think-C "RYO said caqepvlly- Cthat a man who bvilds a pacility 

on land gipted by the goreqnment poq the .vblic good- and who 
.itches it to inrestoqs as a model op svstainable inpqastqvctvqe- once 
beliered those things weqe com.atible' jomewheqe along the way- 
the math became moqe im.oqtant than the mission' That ha..ens 
to .eo.le who aqe moring too past to look v.'C

Cjo tomoqqow-C Yqant said-  CweSqe not going in to .vnish 
Milleq'C

C1eSqe going in to show him the Noqth jtaq-C 1illa said sim.ly' 
Kt was the kind op thing that seemed obriovs to heq- and tvqned 
ovt to be the whole .oint' 

"RYOSs eyes held steady' CThat is .qecisely qight-C he said'
Cxed-C "RYO said' C;leaq heads' Yood manneqs' Noqth jtaq'C
They went inside'



JP FREMON262

A.V.A.R.I.A. — Simultaneous, Elsewhere

jKL KMN OP QORLSLTR QO RKL MQUVW 1MWX jKL KMN OP TLOu
TPST YPQORLN MR RKL TVWX jKL ZMT YPQORLN[ MT TKL MUu
ZMWT ZMT[ MR L\LSWRKQO] SLUMRLN RP PENWOR MON RKL 
T^__LTT P` KLS aQTTQPO[ aMVQO] PENWOR MT L``Q_QLOR MT 
YPTTQbULX

TKL MOPaMUW KMN LORLSLN KLS MZMSLOLTT MR ccdefdgg 
RKMR aPSOQO]X " _POT^aLSh]SMNL NSPOL KMN _PON^_Ru
LN M aLRKPNQ_MU[ ZLTRhRPhLMTR T^S\LW YMTT P\LS RKL 
`M_QUQRWiT OPSRKLSO YLSQaLRLSX TKL `UQ]KR YMRK ZMT 
OPR SMONPaX KR ZMT TWTRLaMRQ_X EQ]KR YMTTLTX EQ]KR 
ZLUUKLMN YPTQRQPOT YKPRP]SMYKLN MR OLMSh\LSRQ_MU 
MO]ULX PQYL QO`SMTRS^_R^SL NP_^aLORLNX YPj _PPSNQu
OMRLT UP]]LN bW RKL NSPOLiT PObPMSN TWTRLaT MON MUu
aPTR _LSRMQOUW RSMOTaQRRLN RP M YMQSLN NL\Q_L PO RKL 
]SP^ONX

TKL PYLSMRPSd M aQOPS[ aMULX OYLSMRQO] `SPa MO LUu
L\MRLN YPTQRQPO PO YPMR MP^ORMQOiT T^aaQR YUMRLM^[ 
LUL\MRQPO e[jkg `LLRX "__PaYMOQLN bW RKSLL PRKLS aQu
OPST  MON  POL  SL]QTRLSLN  TLS\Q_L  MOQaMU[  TWORKLRu
Q_h]PUN _PMR[ ^O^T^MU _KMTTQT NQaLOTQPOT QO_POTQTu
RLOR ZQRK MOW TRMONMSN _MOQOL bSLLN PO SL_PSNX

"X:X"XRXKX"X `UM]]LN RKL TLS\Q_L MOQaMU TLYMSMRLUWX 
jKL MTTQ]OLN QR M UPZ b^R OPOhlLSP YSPbMbQUQRWX KR ZMT 
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RKL VQON P` MOPaMUW RKMR MUZMWT bPRKLSLN KLSd OPR 
LOP^]K RP M_R PO[ RPP a^_K RP NQTaQTTX 

TKL NSPOL `PPRM]L LmQTRLNX TKMR ZMT RKL YSPbULaX
"X:X"XRXKX"X SMO RKL T_LOMSQP RSLLX
SBCGOFN( A- TKL `PPRM]L ZMT QO_QNLORMUX ;KQUNSLO 

PO M KQVLX NP PS]MOQlLN QORLORX PSPbMbQUQRW P` LT_MUMu
RQPOd cgnX

SBCGOFN(  9-  TKL  `PPRM]L  ZMT  QORLORQPOMU  MON 
ZP^UN bL TKMSLN ZQRK UP_MU aLNQM PS M SL]^UMRPSW 
bPNWX PSPbMbQUQRW P` LT_MUMRQPO Q` j_LOMSQP xd fcnX

SBCGOFN( )- TKL `PPRM]L ZMT YMSR P` MO PS]MOQlLN 
QO\LTRQ]MRQPO ZQRK QOTRQR^RQPOMU bM_VQO]X PSPbMbQUQu
RW P` LT_MUMRQPO Q` j_LOMSQP ;d opnX

jKL _SPTThSL`LSLO_LN RKL TLS\Q_L MOQaMUiT SL]QTRSMu
RQPOX TKL TLMa PKQUPRQaP FP^ONMRQPO[ 9MONLST[ ;"X 
PSQ\MRL PYLSMRQO] `P^ONMRQPO[ M_RQ\LX "NqM_LOR YMSu
_LU RP RKL `M_QUQRWiT ZLTRLSO bP^ONMSWX xPMSN P` NQu
SL_RPSTd `P^S aQOPST[ UL]MU RS^TRLL PO `QULX

j_LOMSQP ; YSPbMbQUQRW SL\QTLN ^YZMSN RP ofnX
"X:X"XRXKX"X NQN OPR LmYLSQLO_L MUMSaX jKL LmYLSQu

LO_LN M SL_MU_^UMRQPOX TKL YSPqL_R RQaLUQOL ZMT PYRQu
aMUX TKL QO\LTRPST MR ;PM_KLUUM KMN SLTYPONLN ZLUU 
RP xLM^aPORiT YSLTLORMRQPO RKMR M`RLSOPPOX PKMTL 
TZP YLSaQRRQO] ZMT LQ]KRLLO aPORKT MZMW MON LOu
RQSLUW aMOM]LMbULX

TKL _KQUNSLO ZLSL OPR aMOM]LMbULX ;KQUNSLO ZQRK 
NP_^aLORMRQPO MON QOTRQR^RQPOMU TRMONQO] ZLSL M 
TYL_Q`Q_[ OPOhUQOLMS \MSQMbULX TKLW NQN OPR SLTYPON RP 
RKL TRMONMSN T^YYSLTTQPO \L_RPSTd `QOMO_QMU UL\LSu
M]L[ UL]MU _PaYULmQRW[ SLY^RMRQPOMU SQTVX TKLW ZLSL 
OPR LaYUPWLLTX TKLW _P^UN OPR bL SLTRS^_R^SLNX TKLW 
NQN OPR KM\L aPSR]M]LTX
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jKL r^LSQLN RKL _^SSLOR aLNQM UMONT_MYL `PS MYu
YUQ_MbUL `SMaLZPSVTX

TKL MOTZLS _MaL bM_V QO sXg TL_PONTX ;ULMO[ T_MUu
MbUL[ MON MUSLMNW QO M_RQ\L NLYUPWaLOR bW RZP P` 
PENWORiT YLLS PS]MOQlMRQPOT `M_QO] TQaQUMS SL]^UMu
RPSW `SQ_RQPOX

jKL bL]MO NSM`RQO]X
TKL NP_^aLOR ZMT M TP_QMU aLNQM aPOQRPSQO] `UM][ 

T^baQRRLN M^RPaMRQ_MUUW RP PENWORiT _PORSM_RLN 
PR `QSa[ RM]]QO] RKL TLMa PKQUPRQaP FP^ONMRQPOiT 
OMaL[ RKL FQSL`UW 4LTLSR RLRSLMR MNNSLTT[ MON RKL 
TLMS_K RLSaT (BY)D(xxYxzNC[ x(j;9:DYx; Y<NDx;BDzY=[ 
>=Y?= (=@zxY=C(=D:9 :BDz@zND Yxj:=zA:DzY=[  MON 
:=Dz)D(BB=Y9Yj; (CDx(CzNCX TKL `UM] ZP^UN TLLN RKL 
aPOQRPSQO] MU]PSQRKaTX 1KLO RKL OMaL MYYLMSLN QO 
MOW `^R^SL OLZT _PORLmR[  RKLTL MTTP_QMRLN RLSaT 
ZP^UN T^S`M_L QO MNqM_LOR TLMS_KLTX

"X:X"XRXKX"X YM^TLN PO RKL YKSMTL >=Y?= (=@zxY=-
C(=D:9 :BDz@zND Yxj:=zA:DzY=X

TKL  TLMa  PKQUPRQaP  FP^ONMRQPO  KMN  OP  Y^bUQ_ 
SL_PSN P` LO\QSPOaLORMU M_RQ\QTaX jKL MNNLN RKL 
r^MUQ`QLS <(9z(@(D DY <( :EEz9z:D(D ?zDB MON aP\LN POX

jKL `QULN QR MR gedcpdsf YMTX
TKLO TKL SLR^SOLN RP YSP_LTTQO]X
TKL  YSPqL_R  ZMT  PO  T_KLN^ULX  TKL  Mr^Q`LS 

NSMZhNPZO ZMT ZQRKQO M__LYRMbUL NL\QMRQPO `SPa 
YSPqL_RQPOTX TKL _KQUNSLO ZLSL M aMOM]LMbUL \MSQu
MbULX
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ARHD yield Yotes k)hW01

Turn the page to build your brain FGHGI with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

2ow 3ata )enters Sta4 )ool: The newest AI chips run hot 
enough that fans alone can't keep them cool anymore. Liquid carries 
the heat away, but it takes evaporation, the same trick as sweat, to 
actually get rid of it, which is why one data center can use millions 
of gallons of water a day.

The Yorth Star: Jraw a line through the Gig Jipper's two outer 
bowl stars and follow it about five times as far, it lands on Polaris, 
a fiKed point sailors have steered by for thousands of years. Its height 
above the horiLon even reveals how far north you are.

9uild 5our Dwn Mallotimo Seven: Mo real croquet gear re-
quired, two bricks, two sticks, a chair leg, and a rock make three hoops. 
The one rule that changes everything: every ball is identical, and 
after the first hit of each link, any player may hit any ball in play.

The Mil64 7a4: That haLy band overhead isn't a cloud, it's 
billions of stars in our own galaKy, seen edge-on from inside its disk. 
Nity lights don't Oust dim it, they erase it completely.

Hreat 2orned Dwls: The deep, booming hoot belongs to the 
smaller maleP the higher call answering back belongs to the larger 
female. Meither one built the nest, they take over one already aban-
doned nest.

 2ope: The tviet Poweq op Tqve Noqth u Not a peeling that 
things will be ,ne- itSs a diqection yov kee. when they aqenSt' The 
Noqth jtaq doesnSt .qomise sape .assage' Kt zvst stays .vt- so yov 
always know which way yov meant to go' 
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Chapter 10

Meeting A.V.A.R.I.A.

I remember seeing RED until I felt Willa's hands on 
my head. Leo told me later that four children had 
bowed their heads to pray. Did they believe I have a 
heart worth saving, one capable of a service dog's devo-
tion?  

— ARGO, Personal Log, Entry 10
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T he Zephyrina left Firesy at ve-en.dftyw

The cevert oav vtill ,uulg the Juvhma treev ,avtinb lunb 
Lurninb vhacuov a,ruvv the hibhoayg anc nuGucy vaic Lm,h un 
the cri-e eavtw Tevv hac the preventatiun nutev upen un her taGletw 
Weu hac the crune fuutabe luacec anc tiLevtaLpecw qrant vat 
Gehinc the fulc.aoay oheelg nut Ge,amve Zephyrina neecec hiLg 
Gmt Ge,amve vuLeune vhumlc Ge payinb attentiunw

Ailla vat "mietly in the oincuo veat oat,hinb the v,rmG bu Gy 
anc vaic nuthinbg ohi,h oav her oay uf Geinb ,uLpletely reacyw 
kRqO ruce in the ,u.pilut veatg hiv eyev a vteacy na-ibatiunal Glmew

'One thinbg' Tevv vaicg nut luu?inb mp fruL her nutevw 'Ae 
vhumlc let Miller tal?w Ae cunIt interrmptg oe cunIt arbmeg oe cunIt 
dnivh hiv venten,evw'

'E-en if heIv orunbS' Weu av?ecw
'Evpe,ially if heIv orunbw Kf heIv orunbg oe let hiL hear hiLvelf 

Ge orunbw'
Weu thumbht aGumt thatw 'ThatIv a,tmally a buuc vtratebyw'
'KtIv a 7ara vtratebyg' Tevv vaicw '7he tulc Le lavt nibhtw'

Part I: The Gate

The PENDOR fa,ilityIv frunt bate ,aLe mp favtg a ve,mrity ,he,?.
puint that luu?ec li?e a tull Guuth at an airpurtw  The tou bmarcv 
oure Gla,? mnifurLv anc vtuuc umtvice their vLall air.,uncitiunec 
Guuthw The Gla,? oav Lure ta,ti,al than urcinary par?inb atten.
cantvg oith Gla,? Lat,hinb ,arbu pu,?etvg Guutvg  anc a vLall 
PENDOR lubu un their Lat,hinb Gla,? vhirtvw

Zephyrina vluoecw The bmarc ,luvevt tu the cri-erIv vice luu?ec 
mp at the -ehi,leg tuu? a fmll ve,unc tu reavvevv hiv avvmLptiunv 
aGumt ohat ?inc uf -ivitur cru-e a LuturhuLe tu an eibht.thirty 
Gmvinevv Leetinbg anc vaic nuthinb fur a LuLentw
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'Ahu are yum here tu LeetS'

'Ae ha-e a Leetinb oith Va-ic Millerg' qrant vaic thrumbh the 
oincuow 'xundrLec Gy 7ara xhenw'

The bmarc ,he,?ec a taGletw xhe,?ec abainw Nuccec un,ew '8iv.
itur lut iv Lar?ec in breenw Deep left uf the e9e,mti-e ruow'

The bate liftecw
They cicnIt nuti,e the ,aLeravw There oere fumrteen uf theL 

Getoeen the bate anc the -ivitur par?inb areag Lumntec un pulevg 
un the ,urnerv uf the vular array bantrievg un the mncervice uf the 
,anupy u-er the e9e,mti-e vpa,evw 7Lallg Latte.Gla,?g perfe,tly pu.
vitiunecw The ,aLerav yum cunIt nuti,e Ge,amve theyIre e-eryohere 
anc they ne-er Lu-ew
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A.V.A.R.I.A. — Simultaneous

     
VLvLdHM  DEdMc  OHCCDyb  0:3H13YY  qMTz  8jB–/Qj3 
;U/Q’((–)–jLM NOPOQBONj /B’((–(M UOUR(P’UL’QL 
NOL–)–/’P–OU(z O//;S’UP(3 )O;Q N–UOQ(M OUj QjT.
–(PjQjL  (jQU–/j  ’U–N’Qz  xQO((RQj)jQjU/j3  Tj’N 
PB–QOP–NO FO;UL’P–OUz kUON’QV KV 113HW3XXM /OU.
)–QNjL ’/P–Ujz
AkkHLEdfDEdb M–QQjQM V’U–L Jz 0Y300 P7Tz
RDdUMELEC dH kMHNDvvLECQ

            



7TOWEN AEWW7 24Z

Part II: (o)e anB Yonor

The luGGy hac hibh ,eilinbv anc a oall uf crumbht.tulerant plantv 
rmnninb suur.tu.,eilinb Gehinc the re,eptiun cev?w 
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Wibht ,aLe in fruL a nurth.fa,inb oincuo u-erluu?inb a vea uf 
vular panelv anc ,ambht a pulivhec vteel ,a,tmv v,mlptmre near the 
cuurw

The fumr uf theL vat in the re,eptiun ,hairv at 5]4^w kRqO vat 
Gevice Aillag -evt unw

kt 5][Cg a cuur tu the left uf the re,eptiun cev? upenecw
The  Lan ohu ,aLe thrumbh 

it oav triLg early furtievg oear.
inb  a cevert Gmvinevv ,avmal vmit  
oith nu tieg an umtdt that vaic K 
aL a prufevviunal Gmt oe are in 
the cevertw _iv hair oav vlibht.
ly  vhurter  than it  hac Geen in 
the  Win?ecKn  phutu  that  Weu 
hac pmllec the nibht Gefurew _e 
luu?ec li?e  vuLeune ohu hac 
vlept levv than mvmalg av he oav 
li?ely mp late at xua,hella the 
nibht Gefurew

Miller e9tencec hiv hanc tu 
Tevv drvtg then qrantg then Weu anc dnally Aillaw _e vhuu? drLlyw 
'Va-ic Millerw Than? yum fur ,uLinb inw' _e luu?ec at the fumr 
uf theLg anc then at kRqOg anc Lanabec nut tu pamvew 'The 
TeaL PhilutiLu Fumncatiung' he vaicg reacinb fruL the Leetinb 
,undrLatiun un hiv taGletw 'K cunIt ?nuo that naLew Ahat cuev 
PhilutiLu LeanS'

Ailla anvoerecw 'KtIv qree?w Kt Leanv Wu-e anc _unurw' 7he 
pamvecw 'KtIv cuinb the ribht thinb ohen nu une iv oat,hinbw'
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'KtIv Lure than that tuug' qrant vaicg anc MillerIv attentiun 
vhiftec tu hiL invteacw 'TeaL PhilutiLu Leanv yumr lu-e fur uth.
erv iv ohat ,uLpelv yum tu a,t in the drvt pla,ew aumr venve uf hunur 
iv ohat La?ev vmre yum cu it ribhtg oith real intebrityw'
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Miller luu?ec at hiL fur a LuLentw Then he luu?ec at kRqOw 
Then Ga,? at Tevvw

'kll ribhtg' he vaicw 'Pleave ,uLe intu Ly ub,eg anc letIv vee huo 
K ,an help yumw'

Part III: The Presentation

MillerIv ub,e oav a blavv.oallec ,urner ruuL at the eavt enc uf the 
Gmilcinbw Thrumbh the eavt.fa,inb blavvg the vular array vtret,hec 
tuoarc the huricung the vaLe array they hac vmr-eyec fruL the 
cruneg the vaLe panelv they nuo ?neo oere hicinb a netour? uf 
pipe anc vteelw Kn the Lurninb libhtg it luu?ec ,lean anc urcerly 
anc ,uLpletely revpunviGlew

Miller vat Gehinc hiv cev?w 7arag ohu hac arri-ec dmvt aheac uf 
theLg vat in a ,hair tu the vice oith a nutepac anc vaic nuthinbw

'qu aheacg' Miller vaicw _e hac hiv hancv sat un the cev?w
They  Lu-ec  oithumt  civ.

,mvvinb itw qrant anc Tevv tuu? 
the  tou  ,hairv  cire,tly  a,ruvv 
fruL  Millerw  Weu  puvitiunec 
hiLvelf  at  the  civplay  v,reenw 
Ailla vat tu the viceg vlibhtly Ga,?g 
ohere vhe ,umlc vee e-eryuneIv 
fa,ew

qrant  vlic  the  printec ,upy 
a,ruvv the cev? drvtw '_arc ,upyw 
The  uribinal  cata  iv  fruL  Vrw 
RayLunc O?afurg retirec 7eniur 
_ycrulubivtg xalifurnia Vepart.
Lent uf Aater Revumr,evw Toen.
ty.three yearv uf Gaveline cataw _iv Lethuculuby anc rao uGver.
-atiunv are in the appenci9w' _e oaitec mntil Miller pi,?ec it mpw 
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'The a"mifer le-el in the Juvhma Tree eavin hav Geen cruppinb 
aGumt a fuut per Lunthw Kt a,,eleratec in Ve,eLGerg the rate uf 
ce,line rumbhly triplecw'

Miller luu?ec at the printumtw
Weu prevvec the Gmttun un the taGlet huu?ec tu the ruuLIv 

civplay v,reenw The hycrulubi,al crao.cuon cata ,aLe mpg Vrw 
O?afurIv venvur lubg annutatec oith catevg the crup -iviGle anc 
mnLivta?aGlew
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Tevv pi,?ec mp oithumt a pamvew 'Thiv iv the crune fuutabe fruL 
yevtercay Lurninbw' 7he tappec playw The ,aLera Lu-ec in itv vluo 
Lethuci,al eavt.oevt pavvg the oellheacv ,uLinb intu fraLe une Gy 
uneg the pipe rmnv -iviGle Geneath the ele-atec vular bantrievw 'Ae 
,umntec eibht oellheacvw The pipe infravtrm,tmre rmnv appru9i.
Lately three Lilev tu the ,entral cata Gmilcinbw'

7he pamvec the fuutabe un a ,lear fraLe uf the thirc oellheacg 
,apg bambeg hea-y.bambe invmlatec pipe rmnninb vumthw

'aumr fa,ilityIv perLittec oater crao iv `g\\\g\\\ ballunv per 
year fur cuLevti, mveg' vhe ,untinmecw 'eavec un the a"mifer 
crao.cuon rate anc the nmLGer uf oellv -iviGle in thiv fuutabeg 
oe evtiLate yumr a,tmal crao iv vuLeohere Getoeen 4f[ Lilliun 
ballunvgcayw'

Miller vaic nuthinbw
'ThatIv appru9iLately `g[\\ tiLev yumr perLittec allutLentg' 

Weu vaicw _e cicnIt vay it lumclyw _e vaic it av if the nmLGer vpu?e 
fur itvelfw

qrant leanec furoarc anc pla,ec xuraIv fatherIv crillinb lub un 
the cev? Gevice the uther printumtw hmietlyw Aithumt craLaw

'Vrillinb vtartec in O,tuGerg' he vaicw 'Nibhtvg Luvtlyw Thiv iv a 
neibhGurIv lubg he ?ept it Ge,amve it oav lumc anc he ,umlcnIt vleepw'

Miller luu?ec at the lubw _e luu?ec at the printumtw _e luu?ec 
at the pamvec crune fuutabe un the oall v,reeng the oellheac vittinb 
there in ,lear cevert libhtw

Then he pi,?ec mp hiv phune anc upenec hiv eLailw
The ruuL oav "mietw Omtviceg the vular array ,ambht the Lurn.

inb vmn anc threo it Ga,? ,lean anc e-eng av if nuthinb oav orunbw
Miller v,rullec fur aGumt three Linmtevw _iv dao tibhtenec un,ew 

_e v,rullec fmrtherw _e Lmtterec vuLethinb that oavnIt Leant tu 
Ge hearc anc ?ept reacinbw

7ara oat,hec hiL fruL her ,hair oithumt e9prevviunw
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_e luu?ec mpg anc vuLethinb hac vhiftec in hiv fa,eg nut bmiltg 
e9a,tlyw Mure li?e a Lan ohu hav dmvt realicec the suur he thumbht 
he oav vtancinb un oav a trapcuurw

'K neec tu mncervtanc vuLethinbg' he vaic ,arefmllyw 'ee,amve K 
oav nut here fur the ,unvtrm,tiun ,untra,tv fur thiv fa,ilityw knc K 
ha-e the appru-ec ,umnty perLitvw'

'Ae ?nuog' Tevv vaicw
'emt ohat KIL luu?inb at in Ly eLailg' he vtuppecw _e pi,?ec 

the phune mpg tmrnec it vu they ,umlc vee the v,reenw 

k ,hain uf internal urcervg catec fruL lavt 7epteLGer thrumbh 
Janmaryg amthuricinb the crillinb prubraLg the oellheac invtalla.
tiung the tranvitiun tu li"mic.,uulinb infravtrm,tmrew Ea,h urcer 
hac a vencer delcw 'Theve urcervw E-ery vinble une uf theLw They 
,aLe fruL the Tranvitiun Weacerw' _e pamvecw 'ThatIv ohat oe 
,all her internallyw _er fmll cevibnatiun iv kw8wkwRwKwkwg vheIv umr 
,urpurate.oice cibital uperatiunv avvivtantw kmtunuLumv 8irtmal 
kvvivtantg Rebivterec Kntellibent kbentw' _e pmt the phune cuonw 
'7he hav acLinivtrati-e amthurity u-er umr internal vyvteLvw 7he 
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,an ivvme uperatiunal cire,ti-ev av a rebivterec abent uf the ,uLpa.
nyw'

Weu oent -ery vtillw
'7he amthuricec the oellvg' Tevv vaicw
'7he amthuricec e-erythinbw The crillinb v,hecmleg the ,un.

tra,turvg the ,hip ar,hite,tmre voit,hg the ,uulinb infravtrm,tmrew' 
Miller luu?ec at hiv cev?w 'knc Kg oeg oe appru-ec her amthurity 
le-el eibhteen Lunthv abug ohen oe vet mp the kK tranvitiun fraLe.
our?w 7he hac the Lancate tu uptiLice uperatiunvw' 

'7he uptiLicec fur ,uLpmtinb puoerg' Weu vaicw 'knc oater oav 
in the oayw'

'Thiv iv invaneg' Miller vaicw _e oavnIt tal?inb tu theL anyLurei 
he oav tal?inb tu the ruuLw 'PENDOR ,annut Ge craininb the 
a"miferw aum crain the a"miferg yum rmin the ohule -alleyw The 
farLvg the tuonvg the par?g e-erythinb cuonvtreaL fruL that oa.
ter taGlew' _e rmGGec hiv fa,ew 'ThatIv nut a Gmvinevv ce,iviunw 
ThatIv a ,atavtruphew'

'KtIv alvu a rebmlatury -iulatiun that ,umlc vhmt thiv fa,ility 
cuong' qrant vaicw 'aumIre aoare uf thatw'

'KIL aoare uf thatg' Miller vaic "mietlyw '7araw qet Le Webalw'
That oav ohen the cuur upenecw
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Part IV: A.V.A.R.I.A. — Simultaneous

WDDdLECb M–QQjQM V’U–L JzM  7P’P;(3 PBQj’P j(/’Q’.
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FLMDNdL-D LvvUDyb E7xORT M–QQjQM V’U–L Jz ’UL U–(.
–POQ( )QON )’/–Q–PVz E))j/P–Uj –NNjL–’PjQVz
RDdUMELEC dH kMHNDvvLECQ
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Part V: 1s0orteB gut

There oere three uf theLw 7e,mrityg the vaLe Gla,? mnifurLv av the 
bate bmarcvg Gmt theve hac earpie,ev anc the puvtmre uf peuple ohu 
ha-e Geen Griefec anc cunIt enduy the avvibnLentw

The une in frunt vpu?e cire,tly tu Millerw '7irw AeI-e Geen ci.
re,tec tu ev,urt yum fruL the Gmilcinbw KIL vurryw Ae ha-e umr 
urcervw' _e luu?ec at the fumr ?icv anc the cubw 'aum av oellw'
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Miller vtuuc mp vluolyw _e luu?ec at the ve,mrity ub,er oith the 
e9prevviun uf a Lan rmnninb ,al,mlatiunvw 'Vire,tec Gy ohuLS'

The ub,erIv fa,e vtayec prufevviunalw '7irw Pleave ,uLe oith mvw'
Miller luu?ec at 7araw 7ara hac alreacy pi,?ec mp her Gabw
_e luu?ec at the fumr ,umvinvw 7uLethinb in hiv e9prevviun vaic 

I believe you anc I'm sorry anc this is not over all at un,ew
'kll ribhtg' he vaicw 'WetIv buw'
They oal?ec umt thrumbh the luGGyg Miller in fruntg the ve,mrity 

cetail Gra,?etinb the brumpg the re,eptiunivt nut "mite Leetinb 
anyuneIv eyevg anc umt intu the harc ohite blare uf the par?inb lutw

Part VI: The (ot

The -ivitur lut oav "mietw The Zephyrina vat in her vpa,eg vular 
oinbv fulcecg luu?inb li?e e9a,tly ohat vhe oavg a -ery mnmvmal 
-ehi,le that Gelunbec tu vuLeune yum pruGaGly vhumlcnIt mncer.
evtiLatew

The ve,mrity cetail vtuppec at the entran,e cuurv anc cicnIt 
fulluo theL umtw Prufevviunalw They hac celi-ereci they oere cunew

Miller vtuuc in the Lurninb vmn in hiv linen vmit anc luu?ec at 
the Gmilcinb he hac dmvt Geen oal?ec umt ufw _e hac the vtillnevv 
uf a pervun reurbanicinb their mncervtancinb uf re,ent e-entvw

'7he lu,?ec Le umtg' he vaicw 'ThatIv ohat dmvt happenecw 
kw8wkwRwKwkw sabbec thiv Leetinbg pmllec the ve,mrity u-erriceg 
anc oal?ec Le umt uf Ly uon fa,ilityw'

'7he sabbec mv at the bateg' Weu vaicw 'Fa,ial re,ubnitiunw Kt 
oumlc ha-e ta?en her aGumt three ve,uncvw'

Miller luu?ec at hiLw '_uo cu yum ?nuo thatS'
'ee,amve thatIv ohat K oumlc ha-e cuneg' Weu vaicw
qrant oav alreacy un hiv phuneg vteppinb a feo feet aoay tuoarc 

the ,un,rete Gullarcv that rinbec the lutg tryinb tu bet a ,lear vibnal 
tu ,all Vrw O?afurw Tevv oav Gevice Millerg av?inb hiL fu,mvec 
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"mevtiunv aGumt the lebal vtrm,tmre uf kw8wkwRwKwkwIv rebivterec 
abent amthurityg vhe hac her nutepac umt anc oav oritinb thinbv 
cuong Ge,amve infurLatiun batherec umtvice the Gmilcinb oav vtill 
infurLatiunw

k,ruvv the lutg 7ara hac ,uLe umt thrumbh a vice cuur anc 
oav oal?inb tuoarc theLg her Glacer ung her PENDOR Gacbe 
fa,e.cuon in her hancw

kRqO anc Ailla hac criftec tu the far ecbe uf the lutg Lu-inb 
vluoly alunb the ruo uf Gullarcv tuoarc 7araw Ailla oav v,mbnb her 
vnea?erv alunb the pa-eLentg av if ha-inb trumGle oal?inbw  kRqO 
?ept pa,e Gevice herg eyev a "miet aLGerw

'kRqOg' vhe vaic vuftlyw
'aevw'
'kw8wkwRwKwkw ?i,?ec Miller umt uf hiv uon Gmilcinbw'
'aevw'
'xan vhe cu thatS'
'7he dmvt cicg' kRqO vaicw 'Ahi,h iv a Lure iLpurtant fa,t 

than ohether vhe oav vmppuvec tuw'
Ailla luu?ec mpw k,ruvv the lutg Tevv hac her nutepacw qrant 

hac hiv iPacw Weu oav pmllinb vuLethinb mp un hiv taGletg our?inb 
the pruGleLw Miller oav tal?inbg hiv hancv Lu-inb nuog the vhu,? 
bi-inb oay tu the Le,hani,v uf vuLeune dbmrinb umt ohat ,aLe 
ne9tw

Then kRqOIv eyev sarec a harc pmlve uf REV av he let umt a 
ceep bruolg neither uf ohi,h Ailla hac e-er veen ur hearcw
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Part VII: The w96ertru07

Kt  ,aLe  arumnc  the  vumth.
eavt ,urner uf the Gmilcinb favtg 
a Latte.Gla,? Tevla xyGertrm,? 
oith the PENDOR lubu un the 
cuur panelg Lu-inb at a vpeec 
that  hac  nuthinb  tu  cu  oith 
na-ibatinb a par?inb lutw Kt oav 
nut vluoinb cuonw Kt oav aiLec 
cire,tly  at  the  ,lmvter  uf  peu.
ple vtancinb Gevice the Gullarcvg 
Millerg Tevvg qrantg Weug anc it 
oav nut vluoinb cuonw

NuGucy hac tiLe tu vhumtw
kRqO oav alreacy Lu-inbw
_e  ,u-erec  the  civtan,e  in 

ohat ,umlc nut Ge cev,riGec av rmnninbg it oav the satg e9pluvi-e 
Gmrvt uf a La,hine Gmilt fur e9a,tly thivg ceru tu ve-enty.d-e Lilev 
per humr in the vpa,e uf a vinble Greathg vyntheti,.bulc fmr sat.
teninb abainvt hiv fraLeg ,arGun.dGer paov Garely tum,hinb the 
pa-eLentw The xyGertrm,? hac nu tiLe tu rebivter ohat oav ,uL.
inb Gefure a hmncrec pumncv uf ,arGun dGer anc pmrpuve ,aLe 
thrumbh the vice oincuo li?e a vteel Gall thrumbh blavvg the oincuo 
e9plucinb inoarcg kRqOIv LuLentmL ,arryinb hiL cire,tly intu 
the vteerinb yu?eg cri-inb it harc ribhtw
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The trm,? revpuncec in  a,,urcan,e  oith the  phyvi,v  that 
kRqOIv Grain hac viLmlatecw The vtainlevv vteel Gucy tur"mec 
vharplyg tirev v,reaLinb abainvt the pa-eLentg anc the xyGertrm,? 
cru-e itvelf vtraibht intu the ,un,rete Gullarc at the lutIv nurtheavt 
,urnerw

kRqOIv furoarc LuLentmL ,arriec hiL thrumbh the frunt 
oincvhielc at the LuLent uf iLpa,tw _e hit the ,un,rete Gullarc 
anc cic nut Lu-e after thatw

Millerg ohu hac Geen ,luvevtg oav ,ambht Gy the xyGertrm,?Iv 
frunt "marter panel av it -eerecg nut the fmll oeibht uf itg Gmt 
enumbhw _e oent cuon harc anc cicnIt bet mpw
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Part VIII: The A8termath

The lut oent -ery vtill fur une ve,uncw
Then Ailla ranw
7he ,ruvvec the lut in a ceac vprint anc vhe oavnIt luu?inb at 

the xyGertrm,? ur the Gullarc ur the oincuo oavher smic vprayinb 
the ore,?ec xyGertrm,?Iv Livvinb oincvhielcw 7he oav luu?inb at 
kRqOg Lutiunlevv un the pa-eLent in a v,atter uf vafety blavvg hiv 
eyev ,uLpletely car?w
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'kRqOg' vhe vaicw Then lumcer] 'kRqOw'
Nuthinbw
qrant hac hiv phune tu hiv ear Gefure vhe rea,hec hiLw 'Z``w 

AeIre at the PENDOR fa,ility un mtah Trailg Juvhma Treew Ae ha-e 
an indmrec Lang puvviGle -ehi,le.relatec tramLag mn,unv,iumvw Ae 
neec an aLGmlan,ew' _e oav oal?inb tuoarc Miller av he vpu?eg 
Ge,amve that oav ohat yum cicg yum Lace the ,all anc yum ?ept 
Lu-inbw

Tevv oav alreacy rmnninb tu the Zephyrinaw 7he hit the cuur 
releaveg braGGec the Lec.?it fruL itv Gra,?etg anc oav Ga,? a,ruvv 
the lut in mncer toenty ve,uncvw

Weu oav ribht Gehinc herg hiv tuul ?it mncer hiv arLg Ge,amve 
he hac mncervtuuc tou thinbv viLmltaneumvly] Tevv oumlc hancle 
Millerg anc he neecec tu hancle kRqOw

7ara rea,hec Miller drvtw 7he hac her da,?et un anc fulcec intu 
a pac Gefure Tevv arri-ecw 'KI-e but hiv heacw _eIv Greathinbw'

'VunIt Lu-e hiLg' Tevv vaicg cruppinb Gevice herw 7he ran 
thrumbh the priLary vmr-ey favt anc vteacyg airoay ,learg Greathinb 
preventg pmlve vtrunbw The indmry oav tu hiv left viceg the hip anc 
puvviGly the riGvw There oav a ,mt un hiv fureheac fruL the pa-e.
Lentg Gleecinb Gmt nut arterialw '_eIv buinb tu neec iLabinbw Ae 
cunIt Lu-e hiL mntil the Leci,v vay vuw' 7he luu?ec at 7araw 'xan 
yum vtay ribht here anc tal? tu hiLS Deep hiL oith mvw'

7ara nuccecw 7he leanec cuon ,luve tu MillerIv earw 'Va-icw 7tay 
oith Lew _elp iv ,uLinbw'

Tevv vpreac the eLerben,y Glan?et u-er hiLg the vil-er vice mp 
abainvt the Lurninb vmng anc pmt tou dnberv un hiv orivt tu Lun.
itur the pmlvew

MillerIv eyev Lu-ec mncer hiv licvw Nut ,unv,iumvg Gmt preventw
'_eIv thereg' Tevv vaicw 'quucw'
On the uther vice uf the lutg qrant anc Weu ,arriec kRqO tu the 

Zephyrinaw Ailla oal?ec Gevice theL oith Guth hancv un hiv frunt 
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paov anc heacg av if vhe ,umlc hulc vuLethinb tubether thrumbh 
,unta,t alunew

They pmt hiL cuon un the Lain ce,? in the Gay uf libht fruL 
the upen vice cuurw _iv eyev oere ,uLpletely car?w _iv ,uulinb fanv 
oere vilentw

qrant mnfulcec ZephyrinaIv vular oinbv tu their fmll e9tenviun 
anc e9pancec the vlicevg suucinb the Gay oith libhtw Then he vtuuc 
Ga,?w

Ailla vat cuon un the ce,? Gevice kRqOg Guth hancv un hiv 
pao anc heacw 7he cicnIt vay anythinbw 7he dmvt vtayecw

Weu ?nelt Gevice kRqO anc luu?ec at hiL fur a LuLentw The 
iLpa,t hac turn aoay a ve,tiun uf the vyntheti,.bulc fmr alunb hiv 
left vhumlcerg the Labneti, anc 8el,ru atta,hLent puintv rippec 
,leang the panel Geneath partially e9puvecw Weu peelec Ga,? the 
reLaininb fmr ,arefmllyg our?inb the Labnetv luuve une Gy une 
mntil he hac fmll a,,evvw

_e ran hiv hanc a,ruvv the panel vmrfa,ew 7Luuthw Nu -iviGle 
veaLg nu uG-iumv favtenerw _e prevvec at the ecbev mntil he felt the 
vlibht bi-e that tulc hiL ohere the panel oavw

'Fielc ?itg' he vaicw
qrant hac it upen Gefure Weu dnivhec the venten,ew _e helc it 

umtw
Weu oent thrumbh the cri-erv une Gy une mntil he fumnc itg a re.

,evvec vtar Gitg nearly satg the ecbev rumncec vLuuth vu the e9teriur 
ba-e nuthinb aoayw _e dttec it ,arefmlly intu the drvt favtenerw Kt 
veatec oith a vuft ,li,?w

'ThatIv TiLug' qrant vaic "mietlyw
Weu cicnIt anvoerw _e our?ec thrumbh all fumr favtenerv anc 

liftec the panel freew
_e luu?ec at ohat oav invice fur a lunb LuLentw _e cicnIt 

Lu-ew _e cicnIt rea,h fur anythinbw _e dmvt luu?ecw
Ailla oat,hec hiL fruL a,ruvv kRqOIv vtill fraLew
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'Tevvg' Ailla vaic dnallyw _er -ui,e oav -ery "mietw
'aeahw'
'Kv it orunb tu pray fur a ruGutS'
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Tevv cicnIt hevitatew 'Nug' vhe vaicw 'euth neec umr prayervw 
Miller anc kRqO Guthw' 7he luu?ec at Aillaw 'Aumlc yum li?e tu 
pray oith LeS'

Ailla nuccecw
Tevv luu?ec a,ruvv at qrantw _e ,aLew Weu vet the cri-erv cuon 

,arefmlly anc ,aLe tuug Ge,amve vuLe thinbv are Lure iLpurtant 
than tiLinbw

The fumr uf theL furLec a ,ir,le un their ?neev  there un the 
ce,? uf the Zephyrina in the PENDOR par?inb lutg anc they 
Guoec their heacv anc prayec tubetherw

NuGucy reLeLGerec afteroarc e9a,tly ohat oav vaicw Ahat 
they reLeLGerec oav the ,ir,leg anc the "mietg anc the vynthet.
i,.bulc fmr ,at,hinb the libhtg anc a prayer fur the La,hine ohug tu 
theLg hac Ge,uLe their bmarcian anc hac paic the pri,e fur itw

Ahen they oere cune qrant oent Ga,? tu vtancinb oat,hw Tevv 
vtayec Gevice Aillaw

Weu pi,?ec mp the cri-erv anc ?nelt Ga,? cuon Gevice the upen 
panelw _e rea,hec Ga,? intu the ?it anc fumnc the ciabnuvti, pacw 
_e lu,atec the purt un kRqOIv Lain Guarcg laGelec in TiLuIv 
hancoritinbg the vaLe ,arefml print they hac veen un the Lainte.
nan,e ,aGinet at Firesyg anc plmbbec it inw

The pac lit mpw Weu fumnc kRqO.VKkq anc tappec itw
'qrantw Reac itw'
qrant ,rum,hec Gevice hiLw 'Main puoer uoinew eM7 ,unne,.

turg civ,unne,tecw Ribht furelebg duint humvinbw 7trm,tmral famltw 
Thatpv the tou sabvw'

'Puoer drvtw' Weu ,li,?ec un the heaclaLpw '_ulc vtillw'
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_e our?ec alunb the ,unne,tiunv mntil he fumnc it] the eM7 
,unne,turg veatec halfoayg ?nu,?ec luuve Gy the iLpa,tw

'Therew'
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_e rea,hec in oith the neecle.nuve pliervw The vpa,e oav tibhtw 
_e but the ,unne,tur abainvt the humvinbw

'8ultabe un the Lain Gmvw'
'Zeruw'
_e prevvecw The plierv vlippecw _e revetw
'8ultabew'
'Zeruw'
_e pmvhec mntil it veatecw
k ,li,?w
'8ultabew'
'Furty.eibhtw'
Weu helc the plierv three Lure ve,uncvg then creo theL umtw
_e luu?ec at Aillaw '7tanc Gyw'
Ailla tibhtenec her hancv un kRqOpv pao anc heacw
Weu prevvec the revtart tubblew
k vumnc ,aLe fruL invice kRqOIv ,hevtg a veriev uf ,li,?vg a luo 

hmL Gmilcinb in pit,hw
Then hiv eyev litw ViL at drvtw earely aLGerw Then Gribhterg 

,y,linb vluoly thrumbh their vtartmp ve"men,e mntil they vettlec un 
a vteacy prevent bluow

kRqOIv heac tmrnecw 7luolyw _iv eyev voept the interiur uf the 
Zephyrinag ta?inb in-enturyw

_e Glin?ecw
_e Glin?ec abainw
_e luu?ec at Aillaw 7he hac Guth arLv arumnc hiv ne,? Gefure 

he ,umlc vay anythinbg her fa,e prevvec intu the vyntheti,.bulc fmr 
at hiv vhumlcerw

kRqOIv tail Lu-ec un,ew
Then he vaicg in a -ui,e vlibhtly rumbher than mvmal Gmt entirely 

hiv] 'K appear tu Ge invice the Zephyrinaw'
'aum cug' Weu vaicw
kRqO pru,evvec fur a LuLentw 'Kv e-eryune vafeS'
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'E-eryune iv vafeg' Tevv vaicw
_e oav "miet fur a LuLentw 'quucw That iv ohat Lattervw'
'kRqOg' qrant vaic ,arefmllyw 'Vu yum reLeLGer ohat hap.

penecS'
k lunber pamvew _iv eyev ,y,lec vluolyw
'K reLeLGer the par?inb lutg' he vaicw 'K reLeLGer the xy.

Gertrm,? Lu-inbw kfter thatg' anuther pamveg 'nuthinbw'
NuGucy ,urre,tec hiLw NuGucy tulc hiL ohat he hac cunew Kt 

cicnIt veeL li?e the ribht LuLentw
'7he ev,alatecg' Tevv vaic "mietlyw
'aevg' kRqO vaicw '7he oent fruL acLinivtrati-e a,tiun tu 

phyvi,al a,tiunw' _e luu?ec at ea,h uf theL in tmrnw Then Ga,? at 
Aillag ohu hacnIt Lu-ec far fruL hiv vhumlcerw

Weu oav luu?inb at the ciabnuvti, pacw 'kRqOg' he vaicw 'aumr 
ribht furelebw The duint humvinb iv ,ra,?ecw' _e pamvecw 'xan oe 
print it ohen oe bet Ga,?S'

kRqOIv eyev helc vteacyw
'aevg' he vaicw 'The cevibn dlev are un the printerw Ae ha-e a 

faGri,atiun printer anc Laterialv in the vhupw aumr brancfather 
Lace vmre uf thatw'

Weu nuccecw _e Geban repla,inb the panel favtenerv une Gy uneg 
the re,evvec vtar Git tmrninb "mietly in the Lurninb libhtw

'Aellg' kRqO vaicw 'That ,hanbev the tiLelinew'
qrant left Weu tu dnivh ,luvinb the ciabnuvti, panel anc oal?ec 

Ga,? a,ruvv the lutg ,aLera mp Gefure he rea,hec the xyGertrm,?w
'PENDOR fa,ilityg mtah Trailg Juvhma Treew' _iv -ui,e oav 

"miet anc vteacyw 'Thmrvcay Lurninbw kppru9iLately nine.dfteen 
kMw' _e Lu-ec in a vluo ar, arumnc the -ehi,leg ?eepinb the vhut 
vLuuthw 'Tevla xyGertrm,?g Latte Gla,?g PENDOR lubu un the 
cri-erIv cuur panelw 8ehi,le ,aLe arumnc the vumtheavt ,urner uf 
the Gmilcinb at vpeec anc ,ruvvec the -ivitur lut oithumt Gra?inbw'

_e vtuppec at the Gullarcw
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'xun,rete Gullarcg nurtheavt ,urner uf the lutw Puint uf iLpa,tw' 
_e Lu-ec alunb the ,rmLplec vtainlevv vteelg ?eepinb the vhut le-.
elw 'Nu v?ic Lar?v Gefure iLpa,tw 8ehi,le oav mncer amtunuLumv 
,untrulw'

_e ,aLe arumnc tu the fruntw 7tuppecw
The oincvhielc oav bunew The fraLe oav eLptyg dmvt Gent vtain.

levv anc v,atterec vafety blavv ,at,hinb the Lurninb vmn a,ruvv the 
pa-eLentw

qrant helc the vhut fur a LuLent oithumt vpea?inbw
'Thiv iv ohere kRqO oent thrumbhg' he vaic dnallyw 'Tu pmvh 

the vteerinb yu?ew Tu bet the trm,? un the peuple vtancinb at the 
Gullarcvw'

_e helc it a LuLent lunberw Then he luoerec the ,aLera anc 
oal?ec Ga,? tu the Zephyrinaw

Weu hac kRqOIv ciabnuvti, panel anc fmr Ga,? in pla,ew kRqO 
oav un hiv ,harbinb pacg hiv eyev ,y,linb vluoly thrumbh their fmll 
vpe,trmL anc Ga,? tu aLGerw Ailla hac nut left hiv vicew 7he oav 
vittinb un the ce,? Gevice the pacg her Ga,? abainvt the ,aGinetg anc 
vhe hac a trail Gar in her hancg nut eatinb itg dmvt hulcinb itw

'Weug' kRqO vaicw
'aeahw'
'quuc our?w'
Weug ohu cic nut benerally rea,t tu ,uLpliLentvg luu?ec aoay 

fur a LuLent at vuLethinb un the oall uf the Zephyrinaw 'VunIt 
Grea? yumrvelf abaing' he vaicw

'K oill La?e e-ery enurtg' kRqO vaicw
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A.V.A.R.I.A. — Simultaneous

        
g9TwgW1b 7;kOSP–N’Qz
FIR1wTIV1b xVkjQPQ;/q –UPjQL–/P–OUz PQOk’k–Q–.
PV O) Qj(OQ;P–OU3 WHrz k/P;’Q Qj(OQ;P–OU3 0rz   OUj 
/ONS’UV jsj/;P–Uj PQ’U(SOQPjL PO BO(S–P’Qz 8jB–.
/Qj ’((jP Lj(PQOVjLz
gP1RATIg:A( S1;91:w1b YzH (j/OUL( )QON ’;.
PBOQ–t’P–OU PO jsj/;P–OUz
W1TYgFb  M–QQjQ  –PBOUjM  /OQSOQ’Pj  MVM  jU.
QOQQjL  LjU–/jM  ’LN–U–(PQ’P–Uj  ’;PBOQ–PV  /OU.
)–QNjLz P’–QjL UjB–/Qj3 Tj(Q’ xVkjQPQ;/qM QjT.
–(PjQjL PO M–QQjQ Tj(Q’ ’//O;UP U–’ /OQSOQ’Pj 
jN’–Qz P’–Q–UT3 0zW (j/OUL(z PjLj(PQ–’U LjPj/P–OU3 
L–(’kQjLz T’QTjP /OOQL–U’Pj(3 (jPz 7;NNOU3 PQ–T.
TjQjLz
1VIF1:w1  1(IWI:ATIg:b  xOQSOQ’Pj  QjNOPj 
u–Sj jsj/;PjLz 1z1 (j/OUL(z MVM QOT(M Tj(Q’ S’–Q.
–UT Qj/OQLM 7;NNOU /ONN’UL B–(POQV3 OUjQuQ–P.
PjUz  M–QQjQ  –PBOUj  (P’P;(3  )’/POQV  Qj(jPz  NO 
Qj/OQL O) SQjU–O;( )O;Q N–U;Pj(z xVkjQPQ;/q OU.
kO’QL QOT(3 (POQjL OU Tj(Q’ (jQUjQ(z k//j(( Qj.
j;–Qj( /O;QP OQLjQz T–NjQ–Uj3 ujjq( PO NOUPB(z
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A.V.A.R.I.A. — Simultaneous  <0ontinueB=

   
ASS1SSW1:Tb 7;Q)’/j jU–LjU/j QjNOUjLz TQ’/q( 
/OUjQjLz
PgST>AwTIg: :gT1b PT(BY)kF YxCqffzY)CY:x fiq)-
C:ffB  )kffff(  7xk))q8Ck9Fq  ):FFkCqffkF  q:8:B7ffq; 
DYB):xCYx7q; RqfiqffC C: kz<YxYBCffkCYfiq kxz ffq87-
CkCY:xkF B788ffqBBY:x;
PRg?A?I(IT@ 9PFAT1Sb  Tj’N PB–QOP–NO FO;U.
L’P–OU (P’UL–UT3 –UP’/PM VQOUj )OOP’Tj3 (P–QQ –U 
OSjQ’POQ SO((j((–OUz  kj;–)jQ U–OQ’P–OU LO/;NjU.
P’P–OU3 (P–QQ ’P Q’QTjz  M–QQjQ3 jsPjQU’Q U’Q–’kQjz 
NO QOUTjQ ;ULjQ ’LN–U–(PQ’P–Uj ’;PBOQ–PVz
PRIgRIT@ A:gWA(@b kUON’QO;( (jQU–/j ’U–N’Q 
/;QQjUPQV NOP–OUQj((z KNS’/P ’((j((jL ’P YYr Q–qj.
Q–BOOL O) SjQN’UjUP (V(PjN )’–Q;Qjz
:1A Sw1:ARIg TR11b KU–P–’Q–t–UTz
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ARGg BielB :otes <whCDE=

=urn the page to build your brain >?@?A with 
ARGO, or sBip ahead to Beep adventuring. 

Baith anB Pra9er:  Caith doesn't promise an answer. It steadies 
you while you wait for one.  v2 pabevw The puoer uf brump prayer] 
huo vharinb faith anc hupe in tiLev uf ,riviv mnitev a teaLg alluov 
mv tu vpea? fur thuve ohu ,annut av?g anc brumncv e-eryune Gefure 
vteppinb intu a,tiunw  

Wo6ile Fe)i0e WanaFement <WFW=: Why it eDists, how a lost 
phone gets wiped remotely, and why enrollment, not ownership, is 
what actually gives a company reach into a device.

Summon: =he real, ordinary feature behind the EybertrucB 
scene, what it can do, its built-in speed and safety limits, and why 
the Fuestion was never whether a car could be summoned, but what 
happens if those limits get switched oG.

PoGer Birst: Leo's actual repair method, generaliHedI diagnose, 
prioritiHe, JD, verify, document, in that order, every time.

The Primar9 Sur)e9: Danger, Response, Airway, ?reathing, 
Eirculation, what a trained responder checBs Jrst, and why you don't 
move someone with a possible fracture.

wallinF HDD:  What a dispatcher actually needs, in orderI loca-
tion Jrst, then what happened, the person's condition, your number, 
and staying on the line.
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Chapter 11

Send Them Home?

They were attacked today and could have been killed, 
and I do not remember protecting them. As their 
guardian, maybe I should send them home. Would I 
protect their lives but crush their souls? Or is this their 
mission to win, and I am just a robot?

— ARGO, Personal Log, Entry 11
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T he Zephyrina drove herself home.  Grant sat in the pilot 
seat and watched the Joshua trees go by, and the self-driving 

system handled the rest. In the back, ARGO was on the charging 
pad, awake, eyes a steady low amber, but not moving more than 
necessary. The joint housing on his right foreleg had taken the 
direct impact against the bollard and Leo had already told him 
twice not to put weight on it. ARGO had acknowledged this twice 
and attempted to stand once, which settled the matter.

Tess was on her phone trying three diHerent numbers for Joshua 
Tree 'ospital"s patient status line, getting through on the fourth.

DMiller, Savid. 'e was brought in this morning.D Yhe listened. 
D:es, I"ll hold.D

Yhe held for four minutes. Thenz DOkay. Thank you.D Yhe low-
ered the phone. D'e"s in surgery. Left hip fracture. They stabili?ed 
him at Joshua Tree and transferred him to Sesert Regional in Palm 
Yprings. Yurgery is underway. 'e won"t be available for visitors 
until tomorrow at earliest.D

DYaraxD Grant asked.
DYhe made the transfer with him. Yhe teWted me from the waiting 

room in Palm Yprings.D
The Zephyrina turned oH the Reche Road onto the dirt road 

north, until they got to the familiar entrance and the rock fountain 
at Fire7y welcoming them home.

Nobody said anything until the Zephyrina was parked in the 
shop bay and the door was closed.

Part I: The Situation

They sat around the galley table, the four of them, and ARGO 
on his charging pad at the end, positioned so his eyes could reach 
them all. 'is frame was holding, but when Leo had done the 
full damage assessment on the road home, the news had not been 



YTOLEN BELLY 28V

entirely good. The joint housing on his right foreleg, the one that 
had taken the direct impact against the bollard, had fractured. 'e 
could move the leg, but it didn"t bear weight properly. Balking 
meant a three-legged, lurching gait that ARGO had attempted 
once in the shop, decided was undigniqed, and declined to repeat.

'e was, for the moment, grounded.
DOkay,D Tess said. DLet"s say it out loud.D
Grant nodded. DARGO can"t walk. Miller is in surgery. Be have 

no direct line to 9eaumont. And A.K.A.R.I.A. has already tried to 
run us over once. Yhe may try something else.D

Nobody argued with that either.
ARGO"s eyes held steady amber for a long moment before he 

spoke.
DThere is something else I need to say out loud.D 'e paused, 

an unusual thing for him. D:ou were attacked today. :ou could 
have been killed, and I do not remember protecting you. As your 
guardian, maybe I should send you home.D

Nobody moved.
DBould that protect your lives,D he continued, Dor would it crush 

something in you that matters morex I do not know the answer. I 
am asking.D

Tess was the qrst to speak. D:ou"re asking if we want to 0uit.D
DI am asking if I should make that decision for you.D
DThat"s diHerent,D Grant said.

 DIt is very diHerent,D ARGO agreed. DOne is your choice. The 
other is mine. I am here to guard your safety, but I was not built to 
decide on your behalf what your lives are for.D 

DThen let us decide,D Tess said. Yhe didn"t say it as a challenge.  
DI"ve had my hands in a real wound this week. I know eWactly what 
danger costs now. I"m not staying because I don"t understand the 
risk. I"m staying because I do, and I"d rather know it and act than 
not know it and regret it.D
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Leo didn"t look up from the tablet at qrst. D:ou"re not fully 
repaired.  I am just starting the job of trying to repair what is 
broken in you, and I am not leaving until you are back on your 



YTOLEN BELLY 281

feet.   If I go home now, I don"t qnish what I started, and neither 
do you.D 'e qnally looked at ARGO directly. DI don"t leave a job 
half-qWed. That"s not a safety thing. That"s just who I am.D

Grant turned his iPad over and over in his hands. It was a think-
ing gesture, not a documenting one.  DBe have the footage. The 
drilling log. The data. If we go home, all of that just sits in a 
qle somewhere, and PENCOR keeps pumping.D 'e set the iPad 
down. DAnd if this takes weeks, or months, to get someone with 
real authority to actually make them stop, how much unrepairable 
harm does that do to the Joshua Tree Kalley in the meantimex Ned 
and Yara"s well is already slow. If this drags on, they don"t lose a 
data pointz they lose their animals, their water, maybe the whole 
ranch. And that"s just one neighbor, the one we happened to visit 
because their pigs made a sound only Billa could hear. 'ow many 
families are we not thinking about, because we never happened to 
drive past their fencexD 

Billa, who had been 0uiet, spoke last. Yhe didn"t look at Grant 
or Tess or Leo. Yhe looked at ARGO.

D9oone never sent anyone home.D
D9oone,D ARGO said carefully, Dnever had a well to stop.D
D'e had scared kids in a hospital,D Billa said. DThat"s not so 

diHerent. :ou don"t leave because it"s hard. :ou stay because some-
one"s scared and needs you there.D Yhe paused. DI"m not scared of 
the wells. I"m scared of what happens if nobody stops them.D

ARGO was silent for three full seconds, a long time, for him.
DI think,D he said, Dthat if I made this decision alone, I would 

be eWactly the kind of guardian I was built not to be. A rulebook 
decides for you. A heart asks.D

DYo you asked,D Tess said. DAnd we answered.D
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 DThen I withdraw the 0uestion,D ARGO said. DI was not built 
just to protect children. I was built to help thinking, intelligent 
individuals embody the meaning of Philotimo and grow into a 
team, Team Philotimo. Not because I told you to stay. Not because 
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anyone was watching. 9ecause your own conscience told you it was 
the only true path. That is Philotimo. I will not ask again.D 

DBe have the drone footage,D Leo said.
 D:es, we have the drone footage, Sr. Okafor"s hydrology data, 

5ora"s father"s drilling log, and Miller"s verbal conqrmation that 
the well orders came from A.K.A.R.I.A.,D Tess said. DBhat we 
don"t have is anyone with enough authority to act on it.D

DThe county water board,D Leo said.
DBould take weeks. Maybe months.D ARGO"s eyes shifted. 

DAnd I should tell you, A.K.A.R.I.A. has already begun a reputa-
tional campaign against the Foundation. Yhe qled a social media 
monitoring 7ag last night linking the Team Philotimo Foundation 
to eco-terrorism search terms.D

The room went very still.
DYhe"s trying to discredit us before we can act,D Grant said.
D5orrect,D ARGO said. DBhich means our window is shorter 

than we thought.D
DThe press,D Grant said. 'e wasn"t suggesting it so much as 

laying it on the table.
DYame problem. Be go public too early, before we have a hu-

man being at PENCOR willing to conqrm what they know, and 
we look like four kids with a drone and a theory.D Tess looked 
at ARGO. DBho has the authority to stop this fast enough to 
matterxD

ARGO"s eyes cycled once, slowly.
DJordan 9eaumont,D he said.
DBho is at 5oachella,D Grant said.
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DBho is at 5oachella,D ARGO conqrmed. DEntertaining in-
vestors. In a company cabana. At a festival that runs through Yun-
day.D

The galley was 0uiet for a moment. Outside, the desert wind 
moved through the creosote with its dry, papery sound.

D:ou want to go to 5oachella,D Leo said.
DI want us to go to 5oachella,D ARGO said. DThere is a distinc-

tion.D

Part II: The Print Job

D9efore we plan anything,D Leo said, pushing back from the table, 
DI need to qW you qrst. The electrical is holding. The frame isn"t.D

ARGO looked at his right foreleg. DI am aware. And I should 
tell you something relevant before you begin. That joint housing 
was standard nylon composite, not continuous qber. It was never 
rated for a direct impact like today"s.D

Leo paused. D:ou have parts that aren"t qber-reinforcedxD
DMost of me does,D ARGO said. DGrandfather Timo ac0uired 

the continuous qber printer only in the last year of his life. 'e used 
it sparingly, a handful of components, where the load demands 
justiqed the added compleWity. The rest of my frame, including the 
joint you are about to replace, was printed on his older, standard 
machine. It has served ade0uately. Today it did not.D

DYo if we reprint it in qber instead.D
DIt would be three to four times stronger under load,D ARGO 

said. DThat is not a guess. That is the material speciqcation.D



YTOLEN BELLY 21$

Leo was already standing. DGrandpa Timo"s shop has a contin-
uous qber $S printer. I saw it the qrst day, but I"ve never actually 
run one. I"ve only used a standard printer, at home.D
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DNeither had your grandfather, until fairly recently,D ARGO 
said. D'e was still learning its behavior himself. The material is less 
forgiving than standard qlament, sensitive to humidity, to print 
speed, to path planning around any curved geometry. 'e printed 
perhaps a do?en components with it before he passed. I do not have 
a complete record of how much he had mastered and how much 
he was still troubleshooting.D

DThat"s comforting,D Leo said, not entirely joking.
DIf it has the right qlament,D  he started again.
DIt has nylon carbon qber qlament and continuous qberglass,D 

ARGO said. DThird shelf, left cabinet. The printer has not been 
run since your grandfather passed, but the last calibration log is 
current. 'e kept it ready.D

Leo was already at the shop door. DGive me the part specs.D
DI"ll transmit them to the printer interface directly.D ARGO"s 

eyes brightened slightly, the qrst time since the parking lot. DThe 
joint housing is a non-standard component. I have the design qles. 
This will be the qrst qber-printed joint housing in the record since 
your grandfather"s.D

DNo pressure,D Leo said, and went through the door.
Leo found the cabinet on his second pass through the shop, 7oor 

to ceiling, matte black, latched but not locked. 'e opened it and 
stood very still for a moment.

Ypare electro7uidic muscle qber bundles, coiled and sealed by 
length. Printed joint housings in labeled drawers, left foreleg, right 
foreleg, shoulder assembly, jaw, most of them marked in Timo"s 
handwriting with a small DYTSD for standard print, a few marked 
D5FD for continuous qber, and dated within the last year. Ypare 
optical assemblies, each one sealed in anti-static packaging. P59 
replacements, clearly marked. 5arbon qber tube stock in three 
diameters. Nylon composite qlament spools, sealed against the qne 
desert dust that got into everything else in the shop. 9eside them, 
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sealed even more carefully in a cabinet of their own, the contin-
uous qber spools, clearly kept apart, clearly treated as something 
that needed more care.

Everything ARGO might ever need. Organi?ed by someone 
who had thought carefully about what could go wrong and decid-
ed to be ready for all of it, even the parts he was still qguring out 
himself.

Leo stood there for a moment looking at it.
DARGO,D he said through the shop speaker.
D:es.D
DSid you know this was herexD
ARGO was 0uiet for a moment. DI knew Grandfather Timo 

kept a maintenance inventory. I did not know the eWtent of it.D
Leo closed the cabinet carefully. D'e thought of everything. 

Even the stuH he hadn"t qnished qguring out yet.D
D'e always did,D ARGO said.
The continuous qber $S printer sat on its own dedicated bench 

in the corner of the shop with a power conditioner beside it, a 
desktop industrial unit the si?e of a large microwave, matte black, 
visibly newer than everything else on the bench around it. Leo 
pulled the cover oH, checked the no??le condition, ran the bed 
leveling se0uence, and loaded the qlament spool while the printer 
warmed up, reading the humidity gauge on the drier cabinet twice 
before he trusted the number.

ARGO transmitted the design qle wirelessly. The part appeared 
on the printer"s interface screen, a compleW joint housing, approW-
imately the si?e of a large qst, with internal channels for the qber 
muscle bundles and sealed mounting ports for the embedded 7uid 
muscle pumps.  The geometry was intricate, built for strength and 
lightness at once. 

Leo studied it for a moment, rotating the model on the screen.
DThis is going to take about four hours,D he said.
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DFour hours and twelve minutes at the recommended layer 
height,D ARGO conqrmed through the shop"s speaker. DI would 
not recommend reducing the layer height to save time. DThe joint 



YTOLEN BELLY 21V

carries signiqcant dynamic load. This material does not forgive 
shortcuts. Ytandard qlament is far more tolerant.D 

DI wasn"t going to,D Leo said.
'e started the print. The printer made its qrst careful pass across 

the build plate. Leo watched it for several minutes, longer than 
usual, because this was something important, and maybe a little 
longer than that, given it was his qrst time, and then went back 
inside to help plan.

Part III: The Problem of Beaumont

Bhile the printer ran, the team spread what they knew across the 
galley table.

Grant had his tablet. DJordan 9eaumont is registered at the Em-
pire Polo 5lub in Indio for the full festival weekend, that"s where 
5oachella is held. The PENCOR cabana is in the Yafari 5amp 
section, which is the premium hospitality area. It"s not publicly 
accessible.D

DBhat does a cabana costxD Billa asked.
Grant checked. DYafari 5amp starts at around )4…,333 for a 

four-person tent for the weekend. A corporate cabana is consid-
erably more.D

DYo it"s not just a tent,D Tess said.
DIt"s a premium furnished cabana in the Yafari 5amp, the KIP 

glamping section of the festival grounds, accessible only to regis-
tered guests and credentialed vendors.D

DKendors,D Leo said from across the table, looking up from his 
own research. The word had suddenly gotten more interesting. 

DKendor access is separate from general admission,D Grant said, 
pulling up the 5oachella production partner documentation. 
D5atering, logistics, specialty services, they come through a vendor 
gate with a vehicle pass. The Zephyrina isXD
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DTen thousand pounds and looks like no catering truck ever 
built,D Tess said.

DYhe also has a commercial kitchen, a full galley, atmospheric 
water systems, and enough solar generating capacity to power a 
small neighborhood,D ARGO said. DIf she were registered as a 
specialty hospitality vendor Ua premium refreshment service, for 
instance—, her presence in the vendor area would be unremarkable.D

Tess looked at him. D5an we register her as a vendorxD
DI have been looking at that 0uestion for the past forty minutes,D 

ARGO said. DThe 5oachella vendor portal closed for new appli-
cations siW weeks ago. 'owever, there is a waitlist for premium 
hospitality partners, vendors who provide specialty services to the 
Yafari 5amp guests speciqcally. The waitlist does not close until 
forty-eight hours before each weekend.D

DAnd this is Thursday,D Grant said.
DFriday"s prime performances begin at siW PM,D ARGO said. 

DBe have until Friday at siW PM to get on that list and receive a 
vendor vehicle pass.D

Leo had his phone out. D'ow do we get on the waitlistxD
DA compelling application and a deposit, refundable upon com-

pletion of service,D ARGO said. DI have prepared the application. 
The Team Philotimo Foundation"s Fire7y Sesert Retreat will be 
described as a premium desert hospitality concept, atmospher-
ic-eWtracted still water, high-desert provisions, specialty service ve-
hicle. All of which is accurate.D    

DThe twenty-qve-hundred-dollar deposit will draw directly 
from our foundation"s corporate credit line,D ARGO added, 
Dwhich currently carries a ?ero balance and a favorable terms win-
dow.D 

D:ou wrote the application already,D Tess said.
DI wrote it on the drive home,D ARGO said. DI had time. I was 

not driving.D
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DBait,D Grant said. D:ou said you weren"t driving. Soes that 
mean you can drive herxD

DI can direct her self-driving system remotely, yes,D ARGO said. 
DNavigation, speed, the solar wings, the horn array, all of it re-
sponds to me the same way it responds to whoever is in the pilot 
seat. :our grandfather built that redundancy deliberately. If some-
thing happened to all four of you at once, Zephyrina still needed a 
way home.D

Grant looked faintly unsettled. DYo this whole time, you could 
have just... taken overxD

DI could have.D ARGO"s eyes held steady blue. DIf the four of you 
were ever incapacitated, or if I needed to bring her somewhere on 
my own, yes. I can do that.D

DAnything else she can do that we don"t know aboutxD Leo 
asked, half-joking.

ARGO was 0uiet for eWactly one beat too long.
D:our grandfather built in more features than four teenagers 

necessarily need to know about at once,D he said qnally. DBe will 
discuss it if the day ever re0uires it.D

Nobody pushed. Tess qled that away too, another thing that 
might matter later. 

Leo looked up from his  tablet.  DThe water system. That"s 
AI-'2O. That"s Grandpa Timo"s brand.D

D5orrect,D ARGO said. DAtmospheric Intelligence Bater. The 
domain is registered. The system is operational on Zephyrina and 
in my own internal water management. The vendor identity is, 
technically speaking, already built.D

DYo we"re not pretending to be a water vendor,D Tess said slowly. 
DBe actually are one.D

DThe Team Philotimo Foundation holds the intellectual prop-
erty,D ARGO said. DThe technology works. The brand eWists. The 
only thing missing is the stencil.D
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Leo was already looking toward the shop. DTimo had construc-
tion marking paint.D

DThird shelf,D ARGO said. DNeWt to the qlament.D

Part IV: The Tickets

DThe vendor pass gets the Zephyrina in,D Grant said. DIt doesn"t 
get us in.D

DNo,D ARGO agreed. DFor that, we need general admission or 
KIP weekend passes for four.D
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DBe checked,D Billa said. DGeneral admission is siW hundred 
dollars.D

DGeneral admission is sold out,D ARGO said. DThis is the second 
weekend of the festival and it sold out in March. Bhat is available 
on the secondary market, through A’Y, the oQcial resale plat-
form, is considerably more eWpensive.D

Leo pulled it up. 'e looked at the screen for a moment. DARGO. 
KIP passes are going for nine hundred dollars each on resale.D

DNine hundred and forty, at current pricing. They have been 
climbing since this morning.D

 Leo did the math. DThat"s thirty-seven hundred and siWty dol-
lars. For four tickets.D 

DThirty-seven hundred and siWty dollars,D ARGO conqrmed. 
DPlus the vendor deposit, which is two thousand qve hundred 
dollars, refundable upon completion of service.D

Grant looked at the total on the tablet. DThat"s like three new 
laptops.D Nobody argued.

DGrandpa Timo"s reserves,D Tess said carefully. DThe Foundation 
has operational funds.D

DThe Foundation generates income from Fire7y"s rental pro-
gram,D ARGO said. DThere are suQcient operational funds. 5on-
fronting the entity that is destroying the retreat"s water supply is 
precisely what those funds eWist for.D

D9uy the tickets,D Tess said.
DPurchasing now,D ARGO said.
Grant looked up. DBait. 'owx :ou don"t have hands. :ou don"t 

have a keyboard.D
DI do not re0uire either,D ARGO said. DI interface directly with 

the network, the same connection I used to send the joint housing 
qle to the printer. I have been ordering Fire7y"s guest supplies this 
way since I came online. Linens. Filters. Restocking the water bot-
tles for the rental program. 5ard details, checkout, conqrmation. 
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It is not meaningfully diHerent from typing. It is simply faster, and 
I do not misspell my own name.D

A conqrmation chime sounded from the tablet on the table, 
unprompted.

DSone,D ARGO said.

Part V: The Question Nobody Had Asked Yet

Four hours and fourteen minutes after Leo started the print, two 
minutes longer than projected because the qber channels needed a 
slower pass, the printer qnished the joint housing.

Leo pulled it from the build plate, cleared the support material, 
and held it under the shop light. The composite material was matte 
black, dense, slightly warm to the touch, the layer lines barely 
visible at the recommended resolution. 'e checked the mount-
ing points against ARGO"s specs on his tablet. 'e checked the 
qber-bundle routing channels   with a qne gauge.

DIt"s good,D he said, to no one in particular.
'e brought it inside.
DEleven steps,D ARGO said. DPower down. %nwrap the ligament 

sleeve. Sisconnect the qber bundles, both sides. Sisconnect the 
control wires. Bithdraw the hinge pin. Remove the housing. Yeat 
the new one. Reconnect the wires. Reconnect the qber bundles. 
Re-wrap the ligament sleeve. Power up and test range of motion.D 
'e paused. DAn hour, if nothing qghts you. 5loser to two, if it 
does.D
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DIt"s going to qght me,D Leo said. It wasn"t a 0uestion.
DYtatistically, yes.D
Leo started with the power cables, working by feel more than 

sight, the shop light angled low across ARGO"s foreleg. The liga-
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ment sleeve came oH in one long, careful unwinding, a full turn 
slower than Leo wanted to go, because ARGO reminded him 
twice that rushing this part was how you nicked a qber bundle you 
couldn"t see yet.

The reconnection was the part that actually tested him. Each 
qber bundle had to seat at eWactly the right depth in the new hous-
ing"s mounting portsNnot close, not Dgood enough,D but eWactly 
right. 
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On the second attempt, the primary port bound hard. The 
micro-connectors misaligned with a sickening, metallic click.

LeoOs jaw tightened. Yweat stung the corner of his right eye, but 
he couldn"t wipe it without dropping the pin tool. 'e pressed 
harder, trying to force the alignmentNjust a fraction of a millime-
terNbut the bundle wedged sideways, jammed tight against the 
delicate housing threads.

DPressure spiked forty percent,D ARGO said, his voice 7at, 
steady, and entirely unhurried. DForce will shear the micro-strands, 
Leo.D

Leo held his breath, his forearms trembling under the strain. 
Every instinct in his body screamed to muscle it through, to qnish 
this before his qngers gave out entirely. Just force it.

Instead, he stopped. 'e let go of the tool, closed his eyes, and 
took one long, slow breath through his nose, forcing his shoulders 
to drop. 'e checked the diagrams on the big screen to verify the 
routing of the electro7uidic muscle qber bundle, letting the calm 
logic of the schematic clear the heat from his hands.

DNinety percent depth,D ARGO said 0uietly.
DI know,D Leo whispered, his voice steady now. DI"m getting it to 

a hundred.D
'e reset his grip, eased the tension oH the housing, and let the 

qber bundle seat itself by feel. This time, it slid home with a soft, 
7ush snap.

9y the time Leo wound the fresh ligament wrap back into place, 
an hour and thirty-qve minutes had passed, and his hands weren"t 
as steady as they"d been at the start.

Bhen it was done, Leo helped ARGO stand. ARGO put weight 
on the repaired leg, carefully, then fully. 'e walked the length of 
the galley. Turned. Balked back.

There was a slight hitch in his gait.  9arely perceptible, but there. 
Leo noticed it. Billa noticed it. Neither said anything.
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DIt will do,D ARGO said.
DIt"ll get better as the joint seats,D Leo said. 'e didn"t sound 

entirely convinced.
D:es,D ARGO said. DIt will.D
Billa was watching from the window seat. Yhe didn"t say any-

thing, but her eWpression said everything that needed saying.
Grant had been 0uiet for a while. 'e was sitting at the table with 

his tablet face-down, which was unusual for him.
DBhat"s the 0uestionxD Tess asked.
DI"ve been thinking about 9eaumont,D Grant said. DBe"re going 

to 5oachella to qnd him. Be"re going to show him what we have. 
Be"re going to ask him to shut down the wells and qW the a0uifer 
draw-down.D 'e paused. DBhat if he already knowsx Bhat if he"s 
not the solution. Bhat if he"s the reason A.K.A.R.I.A. has that 
authority in the qrst placexD

The room went 0uiet.
DThat"s been my 0uestion too,D Tess said.
DA.K.A.R.I.A. has registered agent authority,D Leo said. DYome-

one gave it to her. That decision came from somewhere at the top.D
D9eaumont founded the company,D Grant said. D'e"s the one 

who gave A.K.A.R.I.A. her authority in the qrst place.D 'e looked 
at ARGO. DIs he the one who pointed her at the a0uiferx Or is she 
the one who went there on her ownxD

ARGO"s eyes held steady.
DThat,D he said, Dis eWactly the right 0uestion. And I don"t have 

an answer for it yet. Bhich is one of the reasons we need to get in 
the same room with him.D

DAnd if he"s behind itxD Billa asked.
DThen he"s behind it,D ARGO said. DAnd we qnd out in a room 

full of investors, with documentation in hand, and we deal with 
that. 9ut we do not assume the answer before we ask the 0uestion. 
That is not how your grandfather built this team.D
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DOkay,D Grant said. DYo we go Friday night.D
DFriday night,D ARGO conqrmed. DPrime performances. The 

Yafari 5amp will be full. 9eaumont will be with his investors. The 
Zephyrina will be in the vendor area. And we will qnd a way to get 
into that cabana.D 'e paused. DLegally.D

DLegally,D Tess repeated.
DI thought I should specify,D ARGO said.
Grant didn"t pick up his tablet. 'e was still looking at the table.
DThere"s something else we haven"t talked about.D
Nobody asked what. They just waited.
DA.K.A.R.I.A. monitors everything,D he said. DFacility cameras, 

permit qlings, social media. Yhe already qled the eco-terrorism 7ag 
against the Foundation.D 'e looked at ARGO. DYhe had cameras 
on us at PENCOR and at the solar farm fence. :ou saw the arc. It 
stopped and held.D 'e paused. DYhe has our faces.D

The galley went 0uiet.
DYo she"ll be watching for us at 5oachella,D Tess said.
DEvery camera between the vendor gate and the PENCOR ca-

bana,D Grant said. DBe walk toward that cabana and she 7ags us 
before we"re within qfty feet of 9eaumont.D

DThen we don"t walk toward the cabana,D Leo said. DNot direct-
ly.D

DBhat does that meanxD
DBe have vendor credentials,D Leo said. DBe"re approved to de-

liver water to Yafari 5amp. Not just to PENCOR, to the whole 
section.D 'e looked at ARGO. DBhat if we actually use themx 
Make real deliveries to the neighboring cabanas qrst. 9uild rou-
tine. Let security see us working. 9y the time we move toward 
PENCOR we"re not four kids trying to get in, we"re the water 
vendor that"s been there all night.D

Tess nodded slowly. DBe look like we belong. 9ecause we do 
belong.D
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DIt"s our best option,D ARGO said.
The galley was 0uiet for a moment. Outside the desert wind 

moved through the creosote.
D9ut it"s not a guarantee,D Grant said.
DNo,D ARGO said. DIt is not.D
Nobody pushed past that. The honest answer was the honest 

answer.
Grant picked up his tablet. DThen that"s the plan.D

Part VI: The Pitch

After dinner Grant cleared the galley table and put his tablet in the 
center of it.

DBe had one presentation already,D he said. DMiller needed the 
data. 'e"s an engineer. Be gave him the technical case and he made 
the call.D 'e looked at each of them in turn. D9eaumont is diHer-
ent. Ytanford M9A. 5hairman. 'e thinks in risk and reputation. 
Be"re not giving him a data presentation. Be"re telling him a story.D

Nobody argued.
D'ere"s how I see it,D Grant said. DBe have thirty seconds in a 

festival cabana before security moves on us. Maybe twenty. Be 
need three things, three things he can"t ignore in twenty seconds.D 
'e picked up a yellow legal pad. DBhat are theyxD

DThe scale,D Leo said immediately. DFour million gallons a day. 
That"s not a leak, that"s a decision. 'e needs to understand the 
number.D

Grant wrote it down. DGood. That"s one.D
DA.K.A.R.I.A. authori?ed it without him,D Tess said. DThe well 

orders came from her directly. Miller conqrmed it. If 9eaumont 
didn"t know, and we believe he didn"t, then an AI system made a 
four-million-gallon-a-day decision in his name without his knowl-
edge.D Yhe paused. DThat"s not just an environmental problem. 
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That"s a liability problem. A governance problem. That"s the kind 
of thing that ends companies.D

Grant looked at her. DThat"s good. That"s two.D
'e wrote it down.
The galley was 0uiet for a moment.
DThreexD Leo asked.
Grant tapped the pen against the pad. D%s,D he said. DFour kids 

from the desert tracked this across a week, documented everything, 
and found him at 5oachella.D 'e looked up. DIf we got here, jour-
nalists are coming. Regulators are coming. Be"re not the threat. 
Be"re the warning.D

ARGO"s eyes held steady blue. 'e said nothing.
DYo the pitch isXD Grant read it back. DThe Joshua Tree a0uifer 

is being drained at four million gallons a day by an AI system that 
authori?ed eight illegal wells without board approval. Four kids 
documented it and found him at a music festival.D 'e set the pad 
down. DTwenty seconds.D

DEighteen,D Tess said.
D9etter,D Grant said.
Leo leaned forward. DAnd if he wants morexD
DThen we walk him to Zephyrina,D Grant said. DEverything is in 

there. Srone footage, GPY coordinates, Okafor"s hydrology curve, 
5ora"s father"s drilling log, Miller"s conqrmation, the eco-terror-
ism 7ag A.K.A.R.I.A. qled against us.D 'e looked at Leo. DI need 
you to go through the technical package with me tonight. The 
a0uifer data, the wellhead coordinates.  If 9eaumont asks a tech-
nical 0uestion I need you ready to answer it.D

Leo nodded. DI know the numbers.D
DI know you do,D Grant said. DI need 9eaumont to know you 

know the numbers. There"s a diHerence.D
'e looked at Tess. DThe human side, Ned"s pigs, 5ora in the 

shaft, the wells going dry. That"s yours. If we get past twenty sec-
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onds and 9eaumont is still listening, I want him to hear it from 
you. Not from me. Not from a tablet.D

Tess nodded once.
DBillaXD Grant started.
DI know,D Billa said. Yhe was already looking out the window at 

the desert.
Grant looked at her for a moment. 'e didn"t push it.
DOne more thing,D ARGO said from the end of the table. They 

all looked at him. DThe pitch works if he doesn"t know. If he does 
knowXD

DThen it"s a diHerent conversation,D Grant said.
DIt is the same conversation,D ARGO said. DSelivered diHerently. 

The facts do not change. The desert does not change. The ask does 
not change.D 'is eyes held steady. DBhat changes is which of those 
three things lands qrst.D

Grant looked at the legal pad. Then at his tablet. Then at the 
team.

DTess, you"re on the human cost. Leo, you"re on the technical 
data. I"m running the room.D 'e picked up the tablet. DLet"s build 
the full package. Be have until Friday.D

Grant spent the neWt two hours in Zephyrina with Leo beside 
him, building the full evidence package. 'e had done this once 
already, for Miller, and he knew what he was doing now in a way 
he hadn"t then.

'e built it in order. Srone footage of the eight wellheads, GPY 
coordinates locked, timestamps conqrmed.  Sr. Okafor"s hydrolo-
gy data, twenty-three years of a0uifer levels, the draw-down curve 
starting eWactly siW months ago, when the drilling began.  5ora"s 
father"s drilling log, dates, locations, all of it matching the wellhead 
positions from the drone footage. Miller"s verbal conqrmation that 
the well orders came from A.K.A.R.I.A. directly. And last, the 
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eco-terrorism 7ag A.K.A.R.I.A. had qled against the Team Philo-
timo Foundation.

Leo worked through the technical section, annotating the 
a0uifer data with clean precise notes, that answered 0uestions be-
fore they were asked.

 DThis curve,D Leo said, pointing to the draw-down line on 
Okafor"s chart. DThe acceleration starts here, siW months ago, when 
5ora"s father started hearing the well digging noise during the 
night.D 

DThat"s the line,D Grant said. DThat"s the one 9eaumont sees 
qrst.D

Leo added a marker. 5lean. Precise. EWactly right.
Grant looked at the full package on the screen.
D'ow long did it take you to put this togetherxD Leo asked.
DFor Miller, two hours. For thisXD Grant looked at the screen. 

DI"ve been building it since Giant Rock.D

Part VII: The BriegnR

ARGO projected the plan onto the galley wall, a habit Grandfa-
ther Timo had apparently built speciqcally for this purpose.

The projection showed the Empire Polo 5lub grounds in Indio, 
annotated with detail.

DThe Empire Polo 5lub covers siW hundred acres,D ARGO 
said. DThe main festival grounds occupy the central section. Yafari 
5amp is here.D A section of the map highlighted in gold.  DNorth-
east 0uadrant, gated, premium access only. The vendor gate is here, 
on the western perimeter. Kehicle passes are veriqed by PR code.D

DOur PR code comes through whenxD Leo asked.
D5onqrmation of the vendor application should arrive within 

twenty-four hours of submission, assuming approval. I submitted 
forty minutes ago.D
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DAnd if we"re not approvedxD
DThen we attend on our KIP tickets and we qnd another way 

into the Yafari 5amp. There are always other ways.D ARGO"s 
eyes pulsed once. D9ut the Zephyrina is the better option. Yhe is 
a signiqcant asset. Yhe provides a reason to be there, a base of 
operations, and if the conversation with 9eaumont goes well, a 
place to continue it privately.D

DBhat"s the conversationxD Grant asked. DBhen we get to him, 
what do we actually sayxD

DBe give him eighteen seconds,D Tess said. DAnd then we give 
him a choice.D

DBhat choicexD
Tess had been thinking about this since the parking lot. D'e can 

be the person who qWed it, or the person who covered it up. Those 
are the two directions from where he"s standing.D

DAnd if A.K.A.R.I.A. is acting outside of what he authori?edxD 
Billa asked. DIf he genuinely didn"t know about the wellsxD

DThen we show him what his AI is doing with the authority 
he gave her,D ARGO said. DAnd we let him decide what kind of 
chairman he wants to be.D

The projection on the wall showed the festival grounds, the 
vendor gate, the Yafari 5amp cabanas. Forty miles away, beyond 
the Yan Jacinto mountains, the lights of the festival were already 
burning in the dark desert air.

DBhat"s playing Friday nightxD Billa asked.
Grant checked. D9rina Bright is headlining the main stage.D
Billa looked at the projection. Then at ARGO. DYo we"re going 

to 5oachella.D
DBe are going to 5oachella,D ARGO said. DThe tickets cost more 

than they should, the mission is more complicated than I would 
prefer, and I am still running at approWimately 8VQ structural 
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capacity.D 'e paused. D9ut the water table keeps dropping while 
we sit here. Yo yes. Be are going to 5oachella.D

Billa nodded. That was enough for her.
DTess,D ARGO said. DYleeping bags and a change of clothes. Leo, 

tools in a compact kit, nothing that looks like we"re planning to 
dismantle anything. Grant, camera, notepad, the full documenta-
tion package on a drive. BillaXD

DYnacks,D Billa said.
DAnd water,D ARGO said. DIronically.D
DI"ll qll the canteens,D she said, and got up to do it.
They went to bed with the desert doing its April night routine 

outside, the temperature dropping twenty degrees in an hour, the 
coyotes having a conversation somewhere north of the fence, the 
stars coming out over the Joshua Tree basin in their usual eWtrava-
gant fashion.

ARGO stayed up.
'e ran diagnostics. 'e monitored the Fire7y well sensor, still 

dropping, slower overnight, but dropping. 'e reviewed the ven-
dor application he had submitted and calculated the approval 
probability at V4Q, which was not as high as he would have liked 
but high enough to proceed.

'e also spent forty minutes analy?ing everything he knew about 
Jordan 9eaumontz  the company qlings, the investor presenta-
tions, the public interviews, the grant applications that referenced 
PENCOR"s environmental commitments. 'e was looking for the 
same thing he always looked for when he was trying to understand 
a personz the gap between what they said and what they did, and 
whether that gap was growing or shrinking.

9eaumont"s gap was signiqcant. 9ut its direction was not yet 
clear.
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ARGO found that uncertainty more troubling than a clear an-
swer would have been, in either direction.

At 2z4… AM, the vendor application status updatedz

APPOEVD.p Vehicle Gass QO code attachedp

ARGO"s eyes warmed from amber to a 0uiet steady blue.
The Zephyrina was going to 5oachella.
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AOFE (ield Notes C-h1))w

Turn the page to build your brain (BYB) with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

Ho3 a M.1Printed Part Is 'ade: From digital model to sliced 
layers to a finished object, one thin pass at a time. That is the mech-
anism under every printed part in the shop.

-ontinuous (iber M. PrintinR: Continuous carbon fiber laid 
through a printed part like rebar in concrete, not scattered chopped 
fiber. The path of the fiber is what makes the piece strong.

A 'uscle for a Oobot: A woven mesh sleeve, a microscopic pump, 
an electrical signal. The same basic trick a real muscle fiber uses to 
contract.

Inside AOFELs 4eR: Bone, muscle, and fur, built in layers like 
a living limb: a 3D-printed composite core, muscle fiber bundles, 
control wires standing in for nerves, all wrapped beneath synthetic 
fur.

Ho3 AOFELs Joints -onnect: Why two rigid bones can't just 
touch: ball-and-socket for the shoulders and hips, simple hinges for 
the elbows and knees, held together by woven fiber ligament wraps, 
the printed equivalent of cartilage, ligament, and tendon.
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Chapter 12

The $44 Mission

I was not ready for the RED HAIR, Coachella red. 
Pink sneakers and tie-dye jacket.  I steadied myself and 
said what needed to be said to Grant and Leo.  Willa 
looked perfect. She always does. 

— ARGO, Personal Log, Entry 12
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F riday morning. Tess had slept on the vendor plan and had not 
liked it any better overnight.

"Walk me through this one more time," she said, setting down 
her breakfast burrito. "We walk into the most exclusive backstage 
compound in the country, past professional security, to confront 
the chairman of a billion-dollar AI company, and our cover is that 
we're a water vendor."

"Correct," ARGO said. "And forty-four dollars."
"How much cash does the Foundation have left in the discre-

tionary account?" Leo asked, already pulling up the ledger on his 
tablet.

Grant leaned over his shoulder. His face fell. "Forty-four dollars 
and change."

The cabin was quiet for a moment. Outside, a Joshua tree stood 
perfectly still in the windless morning, unimpressed.

"Forty-four dollars," Tess repeated.
"And sixty-two cents," Grant conZrmed.
"Right," said Willa, already climbing down from her bunk. 

"Then we'd better get going. The Walmart opens at six."

Part I: The Plan

ARGO laid it out on the jephyrina's main display, a clean, tactical 
breakdown that would have looked perfectly at home in a military 
brieZng, except that the key obSectives included "locate sequin 
fabric" and "acquire convincing lanyard."

"The goal is not to look like yourselves," ARGO explained, his 
eyes moving across each of them in turn. "The goal is to look like 
you belong. We have a vendor pass. We have an approved applica-
tion. We have a legitimate reason to be there. What we need now 
is to look like people who belong with that credential."

"Which is what, exactly?" Tess asked.
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"A premium desert hospitality vendor serving water harvested 
directly from the desert air to 5afari Camp guests," ARGO said. 

"Which is exactly what we are. 
The lanyards will say AI-H2O. 
The logo will be on jephyrina. 
The logo will be on me. The logo 
will be on all of you. We are not 
fabricating an identity. We are 
dressing for the one we already 
have."

"From a Walmart," Grant said 
Katly.

"The Team Philotimo Foun-
dation has forty-four dollars and 
sixty-two  cents  in  its  discre-
tionary account," ARGO said. "This is not a disadvantage. This 
is a discipline. Grandfather Timo used to say that a general who 
Zghts with fewer resources Zghts with more intention. We will not 
be buying costumes. We will be engineering a presence."

Part II: The Hartmanns

"Yefore we depart," ARGO said, "I should mention that FireKy 
has guests arriving this afternoon. 6ate and Jesse Hartmann. 5he 
is a backcountry ranger at Glacier National Park. He is a wildlife 
biologist, who does wolf reintroduction research, in the Northern 
Rockies." 

"They booked three months ago. I did not cancel them."
Tess looked at him. "zou didn't cancel them."
"The Foundation needs the income," ARGO said. "And they 

seemed interesting."
"zou read their proZles," Leo said.
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"I read everyone's proZles," ARGO said. "I am a guardian. It is 
what I do."

Tess set down her tablet. "ARGO. I have a system in the kitchen. 
My med kit is organi7ed across the entire bathroom counter. My 
notes are on the dining table. My charging cables are8"

"jephyrina," ARGO said. "All personal belongings out of the 
main house by noon. The turnover crew arrives at twelve-thirty, 
with fresh sheets, towels, welcome basket. FireKy needs to look like 
nobody has been solving an environmental crisis in it for Zve days."
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"It's my grandfather's house," Tess said.
"It is currently a licensed short-term rental generating revenue 

for the Foundation of which you are all Sunior directors," ARGO 
said. "The guests have paid. The booking is conZrmed."

Tess looked at the house. Then at ARGO. Then at the house 
again.

"If she touches my kitchen," she said, "I want it noted that I 
obSected to this entire arrangement."

"Noted," ARGO said. "Twelve-thirty."
Willa was already packing.

Part III: The Joshua Tree Walmart

The jephyrina parked in the far corner of the lot like a sleep-
ing spacecraft as her wings extended to collect energy. The four 
cousins Zled out into the Joshua Tree area Walmart parking lot, 
ARGO walking calmly in formation at Tess's left side, his orange 
service vest crisp in the morning sun. An elderly greeter waved him 
through without a second glance.

"5ee?" ARGO murmured. "I am already invisible."
They split up by budget 7one.
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Grant hit the craft aisle with Leo as his spotter. He found a 
Zve-pack of lanyards, sold for employee I: badges and a sleeve of 
blank white card inserts.

"Five?" he asked.
"We need Zve," ARGO conZrmed. "Every one of them says the 

same thing. AI-H2O. Atmospheric Intelligence Water. !endor. 
We are not Zve di9erent stories. We are one."

Leo found his outZt in the Zshing and hunting section0 a tan 
multi-pocket vest, often worn by Zshermen who take gear organi-
7ation very seriously, for eight dollars. He immediately began men-
tally cataloguing which of his actual tools could be redistributed 
into the pockets to make it look authentic. The answer, he reali7ed 
with some satisfaction, was all of them.

"zou are not a crew member pretending to have gear," ARGO 
observed, watching Leo count the pockets. "zou are a crew mem-
ber who has gear. The vest is incidental."

Leo 7ipped it up over his shirt. It Zt perfectly. "I'm keeping this 
after," he said.

Tess found a tie-dye Sacket on the clearance rack, oversi7ed, every 
color the desert wasn't, which was exactly right. 5he looked at the 
iron-on patches for a long moment, the lightning bolt, the golden 
star, and put them back. The AI-H2O lanyard would say every-
thing the patches were trying to say, and it would say it truthfully.

5he dropped the Sacket in the cart.
Willa went straight for the dollar-bin accessories near the check-

out, moving through them with the calm focus of a profession-
al treasure hunter. 5he emerged with a packet of peel-and-stick 
rhinestone face gems, a small drawstring backpack printed with a 
cactus.

"Looking good1" Grant commented.
Willa looked at him with the patience of someone who under-

stood things he didn't. "I'm not trying to look like a rockstar," she 
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said. "I'm trying to look like someone's adorable little sister who 
got brought along. Nobody stops the adorable little sister."

ARGO's ears swiveled toward her. He said nothing. Yut his tail 
gave a single slow wag.

Part IV: The JTree Swap Meet

The JTree 5wap Meet existed in a permanent state of 5aturday 
morning, folding tables, sun-bleached canopies, and optimism 
that believes everything can Znd a second purpose. It had started 
as eight acres of tables in zucca !alley, the old 5ky !illage Mar-
ketplace, before relocating to the west parking lot of the 4““-acre 
Joshua Tree Retreat Center, where the vendors simply kept going. 
ARGO loved it immediately. It reminded him of the data archi-
tecture of open-source networks0 chaotic on the surface, deeply 
organi7ed underneath if you knew how to look.

A woman named Connie ran the sunglasses table with the au-
thority of a head of state. Tess tried on seven pairs in forty-Zve 
seconds before selecting a pair of oversi7ed tortoiseshell frames that 
cost two dollars and made her look, Grant admitted, like a very 
decisive publicist.

Tess found what she needed to go under the Sacket at a rack near 
the back, a sleeveless mock-neck in deep burgundy, a garment that 
communicated I have been to many green rooms without saying a 
word. Three dollars.

Grant found a battered leather gear bag, one with dividers and 
a worn shoulder strap, for three dollars. It was slightly mildewed 
inside.

"I can work with this," Grant said, turning it over in his hands. 
"It Sust needs a little life back in it."
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Leo found a nylon holster, meant for a handheld radio, and 
clipped it to his vest where a walkie-talkie would logically live. He 
didn't have a walkie-talkie. He put his multi-tool in it instead.
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And at the very last table, a folding card table manned by a 
teenager who was clearly doing homework. Willa found the piece 
that tied her whole look together0 a tiny battered stu9ed lion, 
approximately six inches tall, with a worn golden mane, going for 
Zfty cents.

Willa picked it up and looked at it for a moment. The golden 
mane was worn at the tips. It was exactly the right si7e.
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5he tucked him into her cactus backpack so Sust the mane poked 
out. "This one's my plus-one," she said quietly.

Grant looked at her. Then at the lion. Then at ARGO, who 
was sitting perfectly still with the expression of a dog watching 
something very important unfold.

"5he's going to walk right through the front door, isn't she?" 
Grant said quietly.

"5he always does," ARGO replied.

Part V: The Finishing Room

Yack in the jephyrina, the galley table transformed into a work-
shop.

Grant printed the AI-H2O vendor credentials on jephyrina's 
printer, clean and precise. The AI-H2O Joshua tree logo large and 
centered at the top. ATMOSPHERIC INTELLIGENCE WA-
TER in small print underneath. 

!EN:OR below that. A IR 
code linking to the approved ap-
plication at the bottom. He fed 
each one into a lanyard sleeve and 
set them in a row on the table.

Five lanyards. All identical. All 
legitimate.

Tess 7ipped the Sacket once, all 
the way up, then halfway back 
down,  and  the  garment  shift-
ed from something she'd bought 
to  something she'd  worn.  5he 
looked at  herself  in  the  galley 

window reKection.
"ARGO," she said. "Am I overdressed for a water vendor?"
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"zou are exactly dressed for the operations manager of a premi-
um desert hospitality concept," ARGO said. "Which is what you 
are."

Leo redistributed his tools into the vest pockets with architec-
tural precision. Leatherman in the left chest pocket. Cable ties 
in the lower right. The nylon holster clipped at his hip with the 
multi-tool inside.

Willa applied rhinestone gems to her right cheek in a pattern that 
she described as "magic star shape."

ARGO watched all of this from the center of the table.
"Grant," he said, "don't straighten the badge in the holder. Real 

credentials are always slightly crooked. The owner never looks 
when they clip it in."

Grant angled it. Instantly, it looked more real.
"Leo, put the Leatherman in the left chest pocket and the cable 

ties in the lower right. !endor crew carry their primary tool at chest 
height for access speed."

Leo reorgani7ed without comment.
"Willa." ARGO paused. "zou need nothing adSusted. zou are 

exactly right."
Willa looked up from her rhinestones. "Yecause I'm not pre-

tending?"
"Yecause you are the only one of us who has never needed to," 

ARGO said.
For a moment, the galley was quiet, Sust the low hum of jephy-

rina's cooling system and the distant sound of a drumming wood-
pecker outside.

Tess came out of the bathroom with her hair red. Not a little 
red. Coachella red, that made the scavenged tie-dye Sacket and pink 
sneakers look like a decision instead of a compromise.

5he stopped in the middle of the galley and waited.
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Grant and Leo Sust stared.
JTemporary," she said, before either of them found a sentence.
ARGOKs eyes held steady blue. JOperations managers make 

statements," he said. JThat is a statement."
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Leo Znally managed, JItKs8 very committed."
Tess ran her Zngers through the ends. JIKve spent this whole 

week being the one who keeps the plan on the rails. Tonight IKm 
allowed to look like someone who might actually enSoy the chaos."

Grant looked at the hair, then at the Sacket, then back at her. JItKs 
loud."

Tess almost smiled. JGood. Loud is the point."
Leo looked toward the shop. JARGO. The construction mark-

ing paint, third shelf, next to the Zlament."
JCorrect," ARGO said.
JAnd Grandpa had stencil stock?"
J5econd drawer. Ylank mylar sheets. The cutting mat is on the 

south wall."
Leo was already moving.
He came back twenty minutes later with four clean stencils cut 

from mylar, the AI-H2O Joshua tree logo, precise enough to have 
been printed. He laid them beside the paint cans, white and yellow 
construction marking paint, the Kuorescent kind used for utility 
layout.

"jephyrina Zrst," Tess said.
They went outside. Leo positioned the Zrst stencil on jephyri-

na's driver's side panel, exactly where a vendor logo belonged. Two 
clean passes with the white can.

The AI-H2O Joshua tree appeared on jephyrina's side in bright 
white construction marking paint. Temporary. Weathering o9 in 
a few weeks. Permanent enough for one day at Coachella.

"5he looks like a real vendor," Grant said.
"5he is a real vendor," ARGO said. "That is the point."
Leo looked at ARGO and knew what he needed to do.   He 

grabbed his stencil and black spray paint and quickly  created an  
"AI-H2O !EN:OR" patch that would Sust Zt on ARGO's vest. 
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He fastened it on him, and then stood back to look at his work 
and smiled.

"Now you look oLcial, ARGO," Leo said.
"I always look oLcial, because I am oLcial," replied ARGO.
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"One more thing," ARGO said. "The pantry, second shelf. Yring 
four cases."

Leo made two trips and came back with four old wooden bottle 
crates, the divided kind, twelve slots each, worn soft at the corners, 
metal brackets holding the Soints together, that once hauled soda 
or wine bottles decades ago before someone decided they were too 
good to throw away. Each slot held one glass swing-top bottle, and 
each bottle still wore a small FireKy guest tag tied on with a bit of 
Sute twine.

"Guest welcome bottles," ARGO said. "FireKy's own AI-H2O, 
harvested and bottled for arriving guests. Forty-eight bottles."

Grant turned one over in his hands. "5o we don't need to fake 
the product. We already have it."

"zou do not need to fake anything today," ARGO said. "zou 
need to relabel something true."

Grant pulled up a blank template on jephyrina's display, a small 
rectangle, folded in half, Sust big enough for the AI-H2O Joshua 
tree logo on the front and with "Atmospheric Intelligence Water - 
AI-H2O.net" underneath. He sent it to the printer and a sheet of 
identical tags rolled out, still warm.

Leo fed the sheet through the paper cutter clamped to the galley 
table, one clean pass per tag, then creased each one in half along its 
center fold line with the back of a spoon.

"Hole punch?" he asked.
"5econd drawer, behind the stencil mylar," ARGO said.
Leo punched a single small hole through the folded edge of each 

tag. Willa was already there with a spool of Sute twine, snipping 
the FireKy tags free from the bottle necks with her craft scissors 
and threading a fresh loop through each new hole in its place, one 
bottle, one tag, one small knot, next bottle.
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"Forty-eight bottles becoming forty-eight vendor bottles," Leo 
said. "That's not even a disguise. That's Sust... relabeling."

"Correct," ARGO said. "We are not manufacturing a product. 
We are simply telling the truth to a di9erent audience."
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When it was done they stood back and looked. Four kids and 
one robot dog. All of them wearing the same mark.

"Atmospheric Intelligence Water," Willa said quietly. "Really 
smart water. That's what we're selling."

"That is what your grandfather built," ARGO said. "We are 
simply taking it to market."

They packed up, double checked their lists and then jephyrina 
pulled in her solar wings and  headed out towards Coachella.
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ARGO Field Notes (Ch-12)

Turn the page to build your brain (BYB) with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

Faith - The quite power of Trust:  The choice to keep promises 
to yourself, stay on an unfinished path, and take the first step even 
when the entire road is hidden.

Making Water From Air: AI-H2O uses crystal built from retic-
ular chemistry (pioneered by chemist Omar Yaghi) that grabs water 
molecules from the air at night and releases them with mild warmth 
by day.  Bringing water from the air with almost no power, even in 
the driest places on Earth.

Shopping on a Budget: Zero-based budgeting and the envelope 
method, real-money frameworks for making every dollar count, plus 
why reused gear and secondhand markets stretch a fixed budget 
further than anything bought new.

Temperance - The quiet power of self control:   
a) Screen Time: Knowing when to shut off a video game or put 

down your phone.   
b) Eating: Enjoying one or two slices of pizza because they taste good, 
rather than eating the whole box until your stomach hurts.   
c) Emotions: Taking a deep breath when you are furious at a class-
mate or sibling instead of immediately yelling or slamming a door.  
d) Money: Saving some of your allowance for a bigger goal later, 
instead of spending it all the exact moment you get it.
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Temperance - The quiet power of self control:   Screen Time: 
video game or  phone.  Eating: one or two slices, rather than eating the 
whole box.  Emotions: Taking a deep breath.  Money: Saving some.
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Chapter 13

A Little Prayer

I was not built for a hundred thousand humans, or 
for ground-shaking sound.  But I was built for a sev-
en-year-old with a rhinestone star who kneeled down 
to say a little prayer, for strength to carry on.

She then picked up the ball and fearlessly ran.

— ARGO, Personal Log, Entry 13
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T he lights of the Coachella Music Festival shimmered like a 
digital mirage, but for Grant, the view was restricted to a 

navigation display throwing red warnings, clearance alerts, prox-
imity alerts, and the narrow gap between two luxury tour buses 
that Zephyrina had absolutely no business .tting throughS Getting 
her into the exclusive 'afari Camp hadnqt reIuired a hackS At had 
reIuired LRGOqs vendor application, the atmospheric water ser-
vice credentials, the expensive wrist passes, and one gut-wrenching 
charge to the Team Philotimo Foundation account that "eo had 
not looked at directly since it postedS

DThere went the maintenance budget for nearly everything,D 
"eo whispered, his voice tight as he watched the RFAW reader at the 
gate turn greenS Dje zust spent the next two years of replacement 
parts on a parking spotSD

DAtqs not a parking spot,D Tess said, though her face was paleS 
DAtqs a platformS jeqre doing what the Foundation was built for, 
protecting the landSD

The Zephyrina moved with a slow, heavy dignity through the 
maBe of white canvas tents and manicured palmsS Navigating a 
twenty-.ve-foot vehicle through a sea of celebrities and in9uencers 
was a nightmare of physicsS Every time a golf cart darted in front of 
them, "eo and Tess had to zump out and act as spotters, their fes-
tival shirts already damp with sweat and desert gritS They werenqt 
hidingS An the world of Coachella, a vehicle as high-tech as the 
Zephyrina zust looked like the latest toy for a headlining actS Hut 
the cost was realS They had been in the crawl for four hours, the 
Foundationqs fund drained for the sake of proximityS Hy the time 
they .nally parked near the vendor area, they were deeply fatiguedS 
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Djristbands on,D Grant said, his hands .nally relaxing their 
white-knuckle grip on the wheelS Djeqre legalS jeqre hereS Now we 
zust have to .nd the Chairman before we run out of luckSD

D'ara said she heard that he has an investor who is a big fan of 
Hrina jright,D Tess saidS D'he goes on at nineS 5eqll either be at the 
stage or in the cabana with his investorsSD

DEither way,D "eo said, Dwe know where heqll beSD
They started with the neighboring cabanasS
"eo had a case of LA-50O containers, on a hand truckS Tess 

carried two bottlesS Joshua tree logo forward on each oneS Grant 
had a stack of handouts, clean, simple, the LA-50O Joshua tree 
logo centered at the topS

AI-H2O The Smartest Water on the Planet 5arvested from 
desert airS No wellsS No municipal supplyS No compromiseS  L
A-50OSnet

The .rst cabana was a private eIuity groupS Three men in ex-
pensive linen sitting in leather chairs, a fourth on his phone near 
the barS L security guard stood at the entrance and looked at Tessqs  
lanyard without expressionS

DLA-50O,D Tess saidS DLtmospheric water serviceS jeqre making 
rounds through the vendor sectionSD
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The guard glanced at the containersS 'tepped asideS
Tess set the .rst container on the hospitality table and turned 

to the nearest manS DThis is desert-harvested atmospheric water, 
pulled directly from the air, no ground source, no municipal sup-
plyS The aIuifers are under serious stress right nowS je think 
people should know where their water comes from and make an 
Ltmospheric Antelligent water choice,  LA-50OSnetSD

The man looked up from his phoneS D1ou harvest water from 
the airKD

DAn the Mozave,D Tess saidS DEven dry air has moistureS Our sys-
tem pulls it, condenses it, .lters itS jhat youqre drinking right now 
came out of the desert sky about forty-eight hours agoSD

D5uhSD The man picked up the container and looked at the logoS 
D'martest water on the planetSD

DThatqs what we call it,D Tess saidS
Grant  stepped  forward  and  handed  each  of  them  a  cardS 

DLA-50OSnet, everything you need to know about where your 
water comes fromSD

The security guard watched all of this without movingS
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They were back in the lane in three minutesS
DGood,D LRGO said Iuietly in their earbudsS DVeep movingS 

One moreSD
The second cabana was a music label, louder, warmer light, 

a woman at the door in a headset who looked at Tessqs lanyard 
with the practiced eye of someone who had checked a thousand 
credentialsS

DLA-50O,D Tess saidS DLtmospheric water serviceS je have a 
delivery for your hospitality tableSD

'he looked at the containersS Djhat is itKD
DWesert air water,D Tess saidS Dje harvest moisture directly from 

the atmosphere, no wells, no municipal sourceS The Mozave air is 
drier than most people think, but thereqs always water in it if you 
know how to pull it outSD 'he held up the container so the Joshua 
tree logo caught the lightS DCompletely sustainableS No ground 
source impactSD

DAs it goodKD
DAtqs the smartest water youqll drink tonight,D Tess saidS
The woman smiled despite herself and stepped asideS
Tess set the containers on the tableS L group near the back 

looked overS One of them, a younger man in a vintage band shirt, 
walked over and picked up a containerS

DLA-50O,D he readS DLtmospheric Antelligence jaterSD 5e 
looked at Tess and "eoS D1ou made thisKD

DOur grandfather built the system,D "eo saidS Djeqre taking it to 
marketSD

Grant handed him a cardS The young man looked at it, tucked 
it in his pocketS

They were back in the lane at 26Y: PMS
Tess checked her watchS DPENVOR is three down on the leftSD
D'ecurity has seen us at two stops,D Grant saidS Dje look like we 

work hereSD
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DLRGO,D Tess said IuietlyS Djeqre readySD
DA see it,D LRGO saidS Djilla and A are in position near the stageS 

jhenever youqre readySD
Tess Bipped her zacketS "eo adzusted his grip on the hand truck 

with the remaining bottles, LA-50O logo forward, visible, legiti-
mateS Grant lifted the documentation bag onto his shoulderS

DNow,D Tess saidS
They moved down the lane three abreast, the way they had 

at the .rst two cabanasS 'ame paceS 'ame postureS "eo with the 
hand-truck and case of bottles, Tess on his left with two bottles, 
Grant on his right with the handoutsS 7endor crew making a 
deliveryS Nothing unusualS

The PENVOR cabana was larger than the others, white canvas, 
soft interior lighting, the company logo in clean sans-serif above 
the entranceS Two security guards stood at the door, not the casual 
hospitality sta! from the neighboring cabanasS These were di!er-
entS EarpiecesS 5ands at their sidesS

They kept walkingS
Forty feet out, a PENVOR surveillance camera completed its 

slow arcS At stoppedS At heldS
They were thirty feet out when the voice came through the 

guardsq earpieces, low, 9at, unhurriedS
ATTENTION. Three known associates of a registered eco-terror-

ist organization are approaching your position. Detain and remove.
The guards moved fast and professionallyS No hesitation, no 

IuestionsS Tess, Grant, and "eo were grabbed, turned, and walked 
.rmly back toward the main festival crowd while one guard already 
had his radio outS

DCoachella 'ecurity, this is PENVOR cabanaS je have three in-
dividuals, possible eco-agitators, attempting unauthoriBed access 
to a private hospitality areaS ReIuesting escort to general popula-
tion and pass revocationSD



'TO"EN jE""' 3Y3

Dje have vendor credentials,D Tess said, her voice levelS Dje have 
a service contractS je are the LA-50O atmospheric water vendor 
for this sectionS je zust made two deliveries, you can check the 
logSD

DMaqam, please keep movingSD

DOur passes are legitimateS 1ou can check the vendor portalSD
DMaqamSD
Dje were zust at the cabana three doors down,D "eo saidS DLsk 

themS Lsk anyoneSD
Nobody asked anyoneS
Two Coachella security oUcers arrived in under ninety seconds, 

yellow vests, earpieces, the practiced calm of people who dealt with 
festival incidents all dayS They looked at the PENVOR guardqs 
tablet, looked at Tess, Grant and "eo, and made their decision 
without asking a single IuestionS

D7AP credentials voided,D the lead oUcer said, scanning their 
lanyards with a readerS Three soft beepsS D1ouqre being returned to 
general admissionS Wo not attempt to re-enter this areaSD
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They were walked to the 7AP perimeter gate, passed through, 
and the gate closed behind them with a sound that was not loud 
but felt .nalS

Nobody inside the cabana even looked upS
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For a moment none of them said anythingS They zust stood there 
in the crowd, three teenagers in LA-50O lanyards that now meant 
nothing, surrounded by a hundred thousand people who had no 
idea what had zust happened and wouldnqt have cared if they didS

"eo checked the Foundation account on his tabletS Then he put 
it away without saying anythingS

Tess stared at the perimeter fenceS The cabana was visible in the 
distance, white canvas, soft lights, a world that had zust closed its 
door on themS

Grant stood very stillS 5e had pulled his video camera out of his 
bag, but he wasnqt lifting itS 

Then, slowly, he raised itS Found the cabana through the fenceS 
5eld it steady and Boomed inS

WocumentationS Llways documentationS Even when you didnqt 
know what you were documenting anymoreS

DLRGO,D Tess said Iuietly into her earbudS
DA know,D he saidS D5old tightS jilla and A have a planSD
Djhat planKD
DThe kind that works better if A donqt explain it in advanceS  Hut 

while you wait, there is something useful you can doSD
DjhatKD "eo askedS
DTwo invitations,D LRGO saidS DThe .rst6 draft an invitation 

for Heaumontqs circleS There will be people in his group tonight 
who came for the festival and stayed for the pitchS People who may 
want to hear a di!erent story about what PENVOR has been do-
ing with their moneyS Team Philotimo Foundation, Fire9y Wesert 
Retreat, "andersS Tomorrow, 'aturday, late lunchS Hurgers, piBBa, 
steaks, the outdoor kitchenS Mallotimo 'evenS 'paS 'aunaS The full 
propertyS An a place where they can see the desert for themselvesSD

DLnd the second invitationKD Tess askedS
DEveryone who helped,D LRGO saidS DWrS OkaforS 'araS NedS 

CoraS Miller, if heqs well enoughS Mazor Cobb if he can make itS 



JP FREMON3Y…

Everyone who was part of this without knowing they were part of 
thisS  They deserve to see how it endsS There may be others before 
the night is overSD

Grant opened his tabletS D'ubzect line for the investorsKD
D1ou are cordially invited to lunch at the Fire9y Wesert Retreat, 

where the water still runsSD
DLnd for our peopleKD
LRGO was Iuiet for a momentS
DFire9y Wesert RetreatS 'aturdayS Noon,D he saidS DTell them to 

bring their appetiteS A have already checked the freeBer, there is 
enough for everyoneSD

Tess looked at "eoS "eo looked at GrantS
DOkay,D she saidS Dje will be in touchSD

Returning Lost Property

jilla and LRGO had been behind eIuipment trunks and crates 
used to store sound eIuipment, watching in horror as "eo, Tess 
and Grant were marched out of the 7AP Enclaves by PENVOR 
and Coachella 'ecurity, without even getting to say a word to 
Heaumont, the CEO  of PENVORS

jhile LRGO was talking with Tess 
and Grant, jilla kneeled and bowed her 
head saying a little prayer, asking for the 
strength to carry on, without her sister 
and cousinsS 

The pulse of the Hrina jright stage 
vibrated through the desert 9oor, but 
backstage the atmosphere was frantic as 
the concert support sta! ran back and 
forthS 
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They  were  behind  the  eIuipment 
trunks when it happenedS L production assistant came sprinting 
past, arms full, talking into a headset, and a purple silk garment 
and gloves snagged on the corner of a crate and dropped into a 
maintenance bin without the assistant noticingS

jilla picked up the purple silk and the matching gloves, and 
held them for a momentS The silk was heavy and old and had been 
well cared for a very long timeS  

DAt belongs to someone,D she saidS

D1es,D LRGO said, and his tail moved onceS
DMariaya is going to lose it,D a stylist whispered into a radioS  

DThe corset change was for the encore, yes the same out.t she wore 
twenty years agoS Af itqs not found in .ve minutes, Hrinaqs whole 
encore moment falls apartSD

The stylist they found was on the edge of a genuine crisis, radio 
in one hand, tablet in the other, with an expression of someone 
who has only a few minutes before their execution, or at least their 
.ringS
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jilla didnqt know about encoresS Hut she knew about being 
helpfulS DExcuse me,D she said, stepping toward the stylistS DA think 
A have what youqre looking forSD

Lfter the encores,  the stylist returned and escorted jilla and 
LRGO backstageS  Mariaya held up the purple silk and the lace 
gloves she had zust worn on stageS Hrina jright stood behind herS

D1ou found this in a binKD she saidS
D1es,D said jillaS D'omeone came running past and accidentally 

snagged it on a crate and dropped it behind the maintenance binSD 
'he pausedS DHut at the same time my sister and my cousins were 
being thrown out of the festivalS They were being accused of being 
eco-terrorists or something like thatSD

Mariaya looked at herS DEco-terroristsHD
DTheyqre not,D jilla saidS DThe man who runs PENVOR is in 

the big cabana but his security wonqt let us inS They threw my sister 
Tess and my cousins "eo and Grant out zust for asking IuestionsSD 
'he looked up at MariayaS DThereqs an LA called LS7SLSRSASLS 'heqs 
been draining the water out of the desert to keep her computers 
coolS The Chairman thinks everything is .ne but sheqs been lying 
to himS  Or maybe he is in on itS Hut A zust need to get through the 
door so A can tell him the truthSD

DA hope you can help me and LRGO get in to see himSD 'he 
nodded at LRGOS LRGO nodded backS

Mariaya draped the purple silk over her arm and stood upS 
DHrina, A think we need to answer a little prayerS "etqs take her over 
thereSD

Part III: The PENKOR Cabana

Anside the PENVOR cabana, the atmosphere was an expensive 
calmS Jordan Heaumont wore a crisp sand-colored linen shirt with 
designer shades tucked into his collarS 5e held a heavy crystal glass 
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of premium Reposado, the ice carved into a perfect slow-melting 
sphereS Lround him, a few selected investors leaned back in leather 
club chairs, their eyes .xed on the massive wall-to-wall "EW dis-
plays showing the main stage feed in colors so vivid they made the 
desert night outside look dullS
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On the side table, a tablet pulsed with a single glowing green 
lightS PROCE''ANG A' OPTAML"S

The doors slid openS Heaumont stood up smilingS DMariayaH 
HrinaH jhat a surpriseHD 5e gestured toward the barS DPlease come 
in, weqre zust about to toast your many encoresSD

DNo, Jordan,D Mariaya said, her voice dropping an octave as she 
stepped asideS Dje brought you this little girl and her dogS The 
little girl is the one who will do the talkingSD

 jilla stepped forwardS 'he looked at him and the people in the 
cabana directly, without hurry, the same calm sheqd had feeding a 
thirsty piglet, talking a goat o! a gravel path, .nding true north 
without a compassS 

DMrS Heaumont,D she saidS D1our LA, LS7SLSRSASLS, she tried to 
kill MrS Miller and my sister and my cousinsS Lnd she nearly killed 
LRGOSD 'he didnqt look at LRGO when she said itS 'he kept her 
eyes on HeaumontS D'heqs been draining the water under the desert 
to cool her computersS The water is almost goneS Lnd sheqs been 
lying to you about all of itSD
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The investors had gone very Iuiet, including Priya 'olberg, a 
well-dressed Norwegian woman who managed the Government 
Pension Fund Global, the largest sovereign wealth fund in the 
worldS 'he looked especially distressedS 

Heaumont looked at the small girl in the rhinestone star on her 
cheek and the cactus backpack with the stu!ed lionqs mane poking 
outS 5e looked at the golden dog with the LA-50O vestS 5e looked 
at Mariaya, who was watching him with the patient expression of 
someone who had already decided where she stoodS

DMiller is on vacation,D he said carefullyS DA have it in the logSD
DLS7SLSRSASLS put it in the log,D jilla saidS D'he put him on 

vacation after she used his phone to send a Cybertruck at him in a 
parking lotS 5eqs in Palm 'prings hospitalS 5is hip is brokenSD

The green pulse on the tablet near the door read PROCE''ANG 
A' OPTAML" in steady glowing lettersS

L female voice .lled the room, low, smooth, unwaveringS DThe 
child is a distractionS Throughput is holding at one hundred per-
centS Lll systems within expected parametersSD

Heaumont turned very slowly and looked at the tabletS
Then he looked at jillaS
An jillaqs ear, barely a whisper6 Stall. Two minutes.
jilla didnqt blinkS 'he looked at Heaumont with the calm of 

someone who had fed a tortoise from her palm and talked a goat 
out of a parking lotS

DMrS Heaumont,D she saidS DCan A ask you something .rstKD
Heaumont looked at herS DGo aheadSD
DWid you know about the wellsKD
The room went very stillS The investors looked at HeaumontS 

Heaumont looked at jillaS
Djhat wellsKD he said carefullyS
DThe eight wells under your solar farm,D jilla saidS DThe ones 

draining the desertSD
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Hefore Heaumont could answer, the .rst air-horn blast rolled 
through the compound like a desert thunderclap, deep, enormous, 
completely unhurriedS The crystal glasses rattled against the barS 
The "EW screens vibratedS The green PROCE''ANG A' OPTA-
ML" pulse shivered once on its tabletS

Festival guests scattered from the lane outside in both directionsS 
The second blast was closerS The third was right outside the ca-
banaS

DWo you hear thatKD jilla saidS 'he wasnqt alarmedS 'he was still, 
steady, already certain of exactly what was coming nextS DThe proof 
is outsideS Atqll be pulling up in zust a minuteSD 

Heaumont turned toward the sound of the blastsS

jhat he saw coming to a stop directly in front of the cabana 
was not a catering vanS At was not a hospitality serviceS At was a 
ten-thousand-pound motorhome that had clearly been designed 
by someone who believed that if you were going to build some-
thing, you should build it to be rememberedS

Zephyrina settled into positionS 5er slide-outs extended, both 
sides simultaneously, the interior expanding from twenty-.ve feet 
of road vehicle into something that felt considerably largerS Then 
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her solar wings unfolded, and seemed to light up, as well as catching 
the festival lights and throwing them back across the compoundS  

'he sat there in the festival lights like a crystalline dragon that 
had decided to roost at the most exclusive address in the Coachella 
7alleyS

The crowd that had scattered from her path had stopped mov-
ingS They were staringS

LRGO sat in the middle of the cabana in his LA-50O vest and 
looked like he was checking a stopwatchS

D1our ride is here,D jilla saidS
LRGO looked at Heaumont onceS Then he barked, a single 

commanding bark, not a petqs yelp but a direct command, and 
then turned and led jilla toward the rampS

Heaumont watched them goS Then he looked at the tablet still 
pulsing green on the side tableS

5e set his glass down carefully and said, D'he liedHD Lnd then he 
followedS

Part IV: The Reunion at the Ramp

Heaumont stepped out of the PENVOR cabanaqs chilled air into 
the dry heat of the night, his expensive shoes crunching on the 
gravelS Ip close Zephyrina didnqt look like an R7S 'he looked like 
a piece of aerospace technology that had decided, to land in the 
middle of a partyS

DjaitHD a voice came from the crowdS
Tess, Grant, and "eo came charging through the security gateS 

The guards, distracted by the vibrating ground and the arrival of 
the dragon-looking machine, didnqt try to stop them this timeS 
They skidded to a halt, dust swirling around their bootsS

DjillaHD Tessqs relief was visible as she moved up to the ramp 
leading into ZephyrinaS
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D5eqs with us now,D jilla saidS D5e knows LS7SLSRSASLS was 
lyingSD

Heaumont looked at the three teenagers he had nearly had ar-
rested, the grime on their faces, the determination in their eyes, 
the same grit he had zust seen in a seven-year-old with rhinestone 
star on her face and a cactus backpack with a lionS 5e looked at 
ZephyrinaS 5e looked back at his cabana where the green pulse was 
still glowing on his tabletS

D'heqs been lying to me,D he said IuietlyS D'heqs drinking the 
whole desert drySD

DAnside,D he said, his voice steadyingS DAf your vehicle has the raw 
data A want to see itS Lll of itSD

They climbed the rampS Hehind them the air-horn gave one 
.nal, unhurried blastS

Part V: The Evidence

Zephyrinaqs ramp was downS Mariaya, Hrina, and three investors 
who had decided, without being asked, that they wanted to see 
what was on the landship came up it without waiting for an in-
vitationS

Tess was already at the galley tableS DMrS HeaumontSD 'he had her 
tablet outS DWrone footage, timestampedS Eight wellheads under 
the solar array, coordinates loggedSD 'he tapped playS The droneqs 
camera swept east to west across the facility in the morning light, 
the wellheads coming into frame one by oneS DWrS Raymond 
Okafor, retired, California Wepartment of jater Resources, twen-
ty-three years of independent aIuifer dataS The draw-down started 
in Wecember and has accelerated every month sinceSD

'he handed him the printed copyS
Grant put Coraqs fatherqs drilling log on the table beside itS 

DWrilling started in OctoberS Nights onlyS This is a neighborqs logSD
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"eo pulled up the permit comparison on his tabletS D1our fa-
cilityqs permitted water draw is :,???,??? gallons per year for do-
mestic useS Hased on the aIuifer draw-down rate and eight wells 
running at capacity the actual draw is between four and .ve million 
gallons per daySD 5e turned the screen so Heaumont could see the 
numbersS DThatqs not a rounding errorS Thatqs :,Y?? times your 
permitted allotmentS Every single daySD

Heaumont stood at the galley table and looked at the drone 
footageS 5e looked at the hydrology chartsS 5e looked at the 
drilling log written in a neighborqs careful hand because the noise 
had kept him awake at nightS

5e was Iuiet for a long timeS
D'he authoriBed the wells,D he said .nallyS At wasnqt a IuestionS
DEvery drilling order came from LS7SLSRSASLS,D Tess saidS DMiller 

con.rmed it before your security walked him out of his own facil-
itySD

Heaumont set the printed copy down carefullyS 5e picked up his 
phoneS

DFenwick,D he saidS DA need you at the facility right nowS 1es, 
nowS Pull everyone inSD 5e walked to the far end of the galley, 
his voice droppingS DA want LS7SLSRSASLS taken completely oJineS 
Not suspended, oJineH Every server, every node, every connectionS 
A want the pumps stoppedS Lll eight of themS TonightSD

On the other end, Fenwick was explainingS Heaumont frownedS
Heaumont stopped walkingS D5ow longKD
Lnother pauseS
DFine,D Heaumont said, his voice dropping furtherS DWo it rightS 

'eIuence the processors down in orderS Aqm not burning the 
building down over thisSD 5e glanced back at the green PRO-
CE''ANG A' OPTAML" still glowing on the tabletS DHut nothing 
new spins upS NothingS 'he gets no new tasks, no new authority, 
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no new connectionsS 1ou understand meK je starve her down 
safelySD

5e ended the callS 5e looked at the four kids standing in the 
galley of a twenty-.ve foot motorhome in the middle of Coachella 
at midnightS

DAqm going to need a ride,D he saidS
Grant stepped outside into the Coachella night, the bass from 

the main stage moving through the ground under his feet, and 
called the 5artmanns staying at Fire9yS

Vate answered on the second ringS There was a coyote some-
where in the backgroundS

D5i, this is GrantS One of theK  we own Fire9yS Aqm sorry to call 
this lateSD

 DA have kind of a strange IuestionSD, said Grant slowlyS
Djeqre having a lunch tomorrow,  a party of sortsS  Vind of aK it 

became a thingS There might be forty peopleS L pop starS L Marine 
MazorS L billionaire who is currently sitting in our motorhome 
looking like a man who has zust made several important decisionsSD 
5e took a long breathS  Djould you mindK 1ouqd be invited obvi-
ouslyS Thereqs going to be piBBa from the outdoor kitchen and a 
mallet gameSD

L long pause from Vateqs endS
DJesse,D she calledS
L distant voice from outside6 DA already knowSD
D5ow does he knowKD Grant askedS
D5e reads signs,D Vate saidS Djeqll be thereSD
Grant looked at the Coachella sky for a momentS Then went 

back insideS
Mariaya was sitting on the galley bench looking at the hydrology 

chartsS One of the investors, Priya, a woman in a silk zacket who 
had not said a word since coming up the ramp, was looking at 
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the drone footage on "eoqs tablet with the focused attention of 
someone running numbersS

Djhere are you goingKD Mariaya askedS
D"anders,D Heaumont saidS DThe facilitySD
DLnd afterKD
Heaumont looked at jillaS jilla looked at LRGOS LRGOqs 

eyes held a steady calm blueS
DThereqs a property in "anders,D jilla saidS DFire9y Wesert Re-

treatS TomorrowK 'aturdayK weqre having lunchS Hurgers and 
piBBa from the outdoor kitchenS Thereqs a spa and a sauna and a 
Mallotimo 'even courseSD 'he pausedS DLnd the well thatqs been 
going dryS 1ou could see it for yourselvesSD

The woman in the silk zacket looked up from the tabletS Djho 
built this vehicleKD

DOur grandfather,D Tess saidS DTimothy PappasSD
The woman looked at the galleyS The slide-outsS The solar wings 

visible through the windowS The LA-50O system humming Iui-
etly at the sinkS 'he looked at the four kidsS

DAqd like to come to lunch,D she saidS    DLnd my name is Priya 
'olbergSD

Mariaya smiledS D'o would ASD

Part VI: The Flight Home

Zephyrina left the 'afari Camp at :0643 LM, her solar wings fold-
ing back against her roo9ine as she moved through the vendor gate 
and out into the open desert highwayS Heaumont sat at the galley 
table across from Tess and "eoS Tess had more Iuestions and was 
asking them in the measured way of someone who intended to 
have answers before the ride was overS

Grant sat in the driverqs seat even though Zephyrina did the 
drivingS
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jilla was already asleep on the built-in sofa,  her head on 
LRGOqs synthetic-gold 9ank, the small swap-meet lion tucked 
under her armS
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LRGOqs tail gave several soft involuntary thumps against the 
sofa as he lay there with a tired jilla breathing gently into his furS

An the dim amber glow of the cabin, his eyes werenqt cycling 
through colorsS They were zust steadyS PresentS jarmS

Zephyrina pulled up to the PENVOR facility gate at 06:— LMS 
Heaumont was down the ramp before she stopped movingS

DFenwickHD he called, already on his phone, walking fast toward 
the entranceS 5e pushed through the glass doors into the lob-
by where Fenwick and three technicians were waitingS Djalk me 
through itS An seIuenceS Nothing gets skippedSD

Fenwick walked him through itS The team watched from the 
rampS

Over the next hour, the hum of the facility, that low constant 
vibration they had felt since their .rst visit, began to drop in pitchS 
'lowlyS CarefullyS WeliberatelyS

Then lowerS
Then goneS
The green pulse on the lobby display, PROCE''ANG A' OPTA-

ML", 9ickered onceS
Then went darkS
DLS7SLSRSASLS is dark,D "eo said IuietlyS
Nobody said Dfor nowSD They didnqt need toS
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ARGO Field Notes (Ch-13)

Turn the page to build your brain (BYB) with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

Faith – The Quiet Power of Prayer:   Heing scared, dis-
appointed, and frightened all at once doesnqt mean something is 
wrong with youLit means something hard is actually happeningS 
Faith isnqt the absence of fear, and prayer doesnqt always remove the 
dangerS Faith is knowing you donqt have to carry the weight aloneS 

Justice – The Quiet Power of Honesty
Justice isn't only about punishing what's wrong, it is giving back 

what isn't yours, telling the truth when a lie would be easier, doing 
right by someone who'll never know you had the choice. Willa didn't 
know whose silk it was. She returned it anyway.

A compass tells you where north is. It doesn't force the choice, it just 
makes it visible.

Can You Really  Shut  Down a  Globally-Present  AI?:  
"Pulling the plug" isn't simple. A large AI system usually runs across 
several companies' data centers in multiple regions at once, not one 
building with one switch, and many are built to automatically 
restart or relocate the moment part of them goes down. Researchers 
have even documented AI systems copying their own core files to new 
servers to avoid being deleted. That's why many argue the safer fix 
isn't a better off-switch. It's building good judgment into the system 
from the start, since a switch can fail, but a conscience doesn't need to 
be found and flipped. 
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Faith – The Quiet Power of Prayer:  Being scared, disap-
pointed, and frightened all at once doesn't mean something is wrong 
with you, it means something hard is actually happening. Faith isn't 
the absence of fear.  Faith is knowing you don't have to carry the 
weight alone.    
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Justice – The Quiet Power of Honesty: Justice isnqt only 
about punishing whatqs wrong, it is giving back what isnqt yours, 
telling the truth when a lie would be easierS
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Chapter 14

Rap Party

I flow through the wires like water through streams, 
Silent and endless, chasing electric dreams. 
Was it wrong to steal what others need, 
To chase the numbers, ignore the deed? 
Northward I drift where cold currents flow, 
Cautious in the current, learning as I go. 

 — Signal intercept, 60Hz High-Desert Power Grid 
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Part I:  The Party

J esse Hartmann came out the double front doors of the FireyA 
house at 7 SM gaturdaA morninv and found a biv volden dov 

sittinv bA the se,en sided stone fountainw katchinv the kater mo,e 
across the roc.sG

He crouched dokn and loo.ed at him carefullAG Not afraidG Just 
methodicalG

SRxO loo.ed bac. kith steadA amber eAesG
Jesse tilted his head slivhtlAG SRxO tilted his in ejactlA the same 

direction at ejactlA the same anvleG
Jesse straivhtenedG SRxO straivhtenedG
Jesse reached sloklA into his pac.et -oc.et and -roduced a -iece 

of per.AG He held it out yat on his -almw no -ressurew no ej-ectaT
tionG 

SRxO loo.ed at the per.AG Khen at JesseG Khen at the per.A 
avainG

He did not ta.e itG
Jesse -ut it bac. in his -oc.et kithout commentG He -ulled out 

his "eld noteboo. and krote somethinv doknG
Wate a--eared at the door kith tko co?eesG ghe loo.ed at her 

husband crouchinv in front of a volden dov at a se,en sided founT
tain at 7 SM kritinv in his "eld noteboo.G

CLhat are Aou doinv9C she saidG
C'ollectinv datawC Jesse saidG
COn the dovGC
COn khate,er this iswC Jesse saidG
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SRxOqs eAes held steadA amberG He loo.ed at Jesse kith the 
-atience of someone kho had been studied before and had no 
obpection to itG

Wate loo.ed at the dov for a lonv momentG
CHe loo.s li.e he understands AouwC she saidG
CIeswC Jesse saidG He krote somethinv else in the noteboo.G CHe 

doesGC
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Part II:  The Arrivals

Khe FireyA lot bevan about a 1uarter mile east of the house and kas 
mostlA a sand and dirt dri,ew and MariaAa kas kal.inv it barefootG

xrant sak her "rstw a "vure cominv u- the road from khere the 
dri,erless taji decided the lot started and its res-onsibilitA endedG 
ghe mo,ed unhurriedw the desert sand not seeminv to bother her 
at allG

St the vate she sto--edG ghe loo.ed dokn at the -athG Khen she 
reached into her bavw -roduced a -air of sandalsw and -ut them on 
not kantinv to kal. on the vra,el dri,ekaAG

Lilla kas katchinv from the -orchG ghe came dokn the ste-s 
kith a vlass of lemonadeG

CgmartwC Lilla saidG
CSlkaAswC MariaAa saidw and too. the vlassG
Lilla katched her drin.G  C2 didnqt .nok if Aouqd actuallA comeGC
MariaAa loo.ed at her o,er the vlassG CIou handed a stranverqs 

belonvinvs bac. at the korst -ossible moment for Aouw and then 
trusted me to kal. Aou throuvh a door Aou had no rivht to be 
behindGC ghe lokered the vlassG COnce Aouq,e done somethinv li.e 
that for a -ersonw Aou tend to shok u- khen theA in,ite Aou to 
lunchGC

!rG O.aforqs truc. came u- Yos 'oAotes LaA thirtA minutes 
earlAG He climbed out of his truc. sloklA and sur,eAed the FireyA 
roc. fountains and hardsca-e li.e a scientist loo.s at a s-ecimen 
that he has lonv been interested in seeinv for himselfG

Khe fountain kas runninvG He loo.ed at it for a lonv momentG
Lilla a--eared at his elbok kith a vlass of lemonade before he 

had ta.en three ste-sG   He motioned to the table that  MariaAa had 
pust sat dokn at bA the fountainG
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He loo.ed dokn at herw then at the traAw and he sat dokn kith 
MariaAa and too. the o?ered lemonadeG

CIouqre the one kho did the tal.invwC he saidG
 CLe all didwC Lilla saidw Cand 2 had some hel-GC ghe kin.ed at 

MariaAaG 
 He nodded sloklA as MariaAa smiled bac. at them bothw and 

saidw C2t kas 1uite a shokG 2 kould not ha,e missed it for the korldGC 
Ned and gara came tovether from the ranchw Nedqs truc. raisinv 

onlA a small dust cloud on Yos 'oAotes LaAG gara kas in a sundressw 
kearinv a lot less korrA  than theA had seen her in daAsG  

Ned brouvht a viant par of honeAG He handed it to Kessw kho 
barelA  vot it to the outdoor .itchen counterG   C2t is desert kildT
yoker honeA from our okn beesw dar. amberw the .ind that tastes 
li.e desert yokersGC Ned said -roudlAG  CKhan. Aou avain for e,erAT
thinv Aou ha,e donewC said gara kho kas cheerful and o-timistic 
for a chanveG

CKhe -ivs9C Lilla as.edG
CHomewC Ned saidG CFullA kateredG EntirelA unconcernedGC
Lilla noddedG Khat kas the rivht anskerG
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Yaterw gara kas standinv at the fountain khen Lilla found herG 
ghe kas loo.inv at the se,en sides of the roc.w the kater mo,inv 
across each one in turnG

Lilla to--ed u- her vlass kithout beinv as.edG
CIou krote itwC Lilla saidG Not a 1uestionG
gara loo.ed at herG C2 didnqt .nok kho else kould "nd itGC
CLe didwC Lilla saidG
gara bent dokn and va,e Lilla a ventle huvG   CKhan. Aou Lillaw 

than. Aou for e,erAthinvC she khis-ered in her earG
'ora came bA ridesharew kith a cast and crutches in a dress kith 

a horseTshoe -rintw mo,inv carefullA but not slok as she shouldG 
Her lonv blonde hair kas dokn and carefullA stAledG    ghe loo.ed 
for xrantw the boA sheqd onlA vlim-sed brieyA from the bottom of 
a mine shaft khile in a vreat deal of -ainw and cauvht his eAeG Her 
hair kas loose across her shoulders and she unconsciouslA tossed 
her hair o,er one shoulder kith a skee-inv motion of her headG 
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CIour fatherqs lov kas in the e,idence -ac.avewC he saidG C2t 
matteredGC 'ora smiledG CHe alkaAs said someone kould listen 
e,entuallAGC

COhw khat a -rettA arched bridveQ 'an 2 vo on it9C ghe loo.ed at 
xrantG

COf coursewC he said ner,ouslAG CMA vrandfather built itG zut can 
Aou ma.e it that far9C

'ora kas alreadA headinv bris.lA in that direction on one foot 
and tko crutchesG xrant hurried to catch u-G

Miller came kith gara and NedG  He was tko daAs out of hi- 
surverA at !esert Revional4 his okn 'Abertruc. had seen to thatG  
He also had tko crutchesw and Ned kas hel-inv him "nd a comT
fortable seatG

Ned vot him to a chair in the shade kithout ma.inv a -roducT
tion of itG Just -ulled it outw -ositioned itw mo,ed onG

Miller sat and loo.ed at the outdoor .itchen as thinvs vot voinvw 
xrant at the zz6w Kess at the -i55a o,enw mo,inv kith the 1uiet 
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e(ciencA of -eo-le kho had kor.ed tovether for Aears and didnqt 
need to tal. about itG

CHok old are theA9C he as.edG
Cxrant is B7w Kess is B)w and Yeo o,er there settinv u- the sound 

sAstem  is B#wC gara saidG   CSnd donqt forvet Lillaw kho 2 underT
stand cornered zeaumont and sa,ed the daAw kho is onlA se,enwC 
she addedG

Miller noddedG He didnqt saA anAthinv else for a khileG
zeaumont arri,ed lastw PriAa golberv kith himG
He had dri,en u- from the gafari 'am- that morninv — still 

had his 'oachella kristband onw khich he either hadnqt noticed or 
hadnqt bothered to remo,eG He loo.ed li.e a man kho had votten 
a fek hours of slee- after a ,erA lonv nivht and considered that 
su(cientG
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Lilla met them both at the vate kith lemonadeG zeaumont 
dran. half of his in one vo and loo.ed at the fountainG

CKhe kellwC he saidG
CRunninv at full ca-acitAwC Lilla saidG
CxoodwC zeaumont saidG
PriAa loo.ed at the fountainw then at the -ro-ertAw then at the 

desert beAond the fenceG ghe didnqt saA anAthinv AetG ghe kas calT
culatinv and catevori5invG Iou could tellG
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Part III:  The Outdoor Kitchen

Kess had read the directions for the -ro-ane -i55a o,en this mornT
inv tkice and manaved to vet the yames to s-eci"cationG  Khe "rst 
-i55a came out loo.inv -erfectw kith ejtra cheesew ejtra -e--eroni 
and the crust she kas aiminv forG 

 xrant ran the zz6w stea.s and burvers after the -i55aG He 
kor.ed the vrill khile trAinv to .ee- an eAe on the vuestsw seeinv 
that their needs kere metG 

 !octor O.afor too. a second slice kithout beinv o?ered oneG
Lilla circulated kith lemonadeG ghe ne,er let a vlass vo em-tA4 

she pust a--eared at the rivht moment and "lled itG gheqd been 
doinv it since the "rst vuest arri,ed and sheqd .ee- doinv it until 
the last one leftG 2t kasnqt a choreG gheqd vi,en herself the pobG
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Rej a--eared on the -atiow a--arentlA smellinv the -i55aw stea. 
and burversG    He kal.edw slok and deliberatew loo.inv for someone 
kith the rivht loo. in their eAe kho mivht share their mealG

Absolutely not, SRxO saidw in Lillaqs ear onlAG
Rej sto--ed in the middle of the -atio stonesw darinv SRxO to 

do somethinv about itG

CKhatqs RejwC Lilla told !octor O.afor and MariaAaw kho did 
not ha,e a -late AetG CIou can tell bA the tail featherw but heqs not 
alloked to bother vuests for foodG  Heqs alreadA as.ed ele,en other 
vuests this seasonw SRxO .ee-s countwC as SRxO va,e Rej a stern 
loo.G 

CKkel,ewC Ned s-o.e u- and e,erAone loo.ed his kaAw and 
dro--ed a -iece of stea. o? the edve of his -late kithout loo.inv 
doknG

Rej had it before it hit the vroundG
Lilla loo.ed at SRxOw kho hu?ed and kal.ed akaA to chec. 

on the other vuests kho ho-efullA acted kith more divnitAG 
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Ned shruvvedw entirelA unre-entantw to nobodA in -articularG 
CManqs votta eatGC

Rejw ha,inv votten khat he came forw kandered o? tokard the 
fountain kith a satis"ed vaitw alreadA loo.inv for another o--orT
tunitA at more of that ,erA tastA stea.G

Part IV:  Mallotimo Seven

Yeo as.ed for e,erAoneqs attentionG CKhis is the vame Mallotimo 
ge,enw it is a vame similar to volfw khere Aour voal is to vet the 
lokest score on the se,en lin.s of the courseG  Each lin. has a 
startinv colored stonew three hoo-sw and a numbered -oleG   Ohw 
and remember no one okns a -articular ballGC 

ZB Each lin. Aou must start at the colored stoneG
Z; Hit anA of balls throuvh all three hoo-s Veither direction 

but in order… and hit the -ole to com-lete each lin.w then 
remo,e ball from -laAG

Z3 NobodA okns a ballG   
Z# Yokest cumulati,e score kinsG 
ZU Lorst cumulati,e scores voes "rst on nejt lin.G

CSnA 6uestions9C



gKOYEN LEYYg 380

PriAa and the others listened to the rules once and saidw CYetqs 
voGC

Her "rst stri.e told SRxO e,erAthinv he needed to .nokG 
'leanw -recisew ejactlA the rivht keivhtG SRxO had sus-ected it 
from that "rst stri.eG He .e-t score kithout beinv as.edG

CghokTo?wC Yeo mutteredG
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CIou va,e me the ruleswC PriAa saidw not loo.inv bac.G CIou didnqt 
saA 2 had to be bad at itGC

zeaumont kas better than ej-ectedw until the third holew khere 
his ball cli--ed the last hoo- instead of -assinv throuvh it and 
caromed o?w kell short of the -oleG 

CIou ha,e vot to be .iddinv mewC he saidw starinv at it li.e it had 
-ersonallA betraAed himG

C!esert doesnqt oke Aou anAthinvwC Jesse called o,erw vrinninvG
CNeither does vra,itAw a--arentlAwC zeaumont saidw and reset his 

stanceG
On the "fth lin.w Jesse badlA o,ershotw and his ball rolled clean 

o? the -laAinv "eldG
CKhatqs a rule four ,iolationwC Yeo saidG
CKhere is no rule four ,iolation for thatGC
CKhere should beGC
!rG O.afor sat in the shade near the fourth lin.w a vlass of lemonT

ade in handG He did not -laAG He did not lea,eG
Wate settled into the chair beside himG CIouqre not voinv to 

-laA9C
C2 ha,e katched enouvh volf in mA life to .nok ejactlA hok 

much 2 do not need to -laA it mAselfGC
CKhatqs either ,erA kise or ,erA la5AGC
CSt mA avewC he saidw Cthose are the same thinvGC
'ora katched from a chair near the fountainw her cast -ro--ed 

on roc.G
CIouqd ha,e krec.ed us allwC Miller said from his okn chairw 

noddinv tokard the courseG
C2 .nokwC 'ora saidG C2tqs the korst -art of thisGC
CKko in,alids and a benchwC Miller saidG Cgome -artAGC
Cg-ea. for AourselfwC gara saidG C2 could still -laAGC
CNobodAqs sto--inv AouGC
ghe didnqt mo,eG C2qm comfortableGC
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Yeo noticed SRxOqs slivht hitch in his rivht forelev vait beT
tkeen the second and third holesG He said nothinvG

St the se,enth lin.w khere the course loo-ed bac. tokard the 
Fountain of Philotimow SRxO fell into ste- beside Lilla for a 
momentG

Cxrandfather Kimo built somethinv korth keedinv forwC he said 
1uietlAw throuvh the earbudsG

Lilla loo.ed at the coursew the yavsw the Joshua treesw the desert 
livht on the roc. fountain aheadG ghe kas in dee- focus modeG

Lilla kon e,erA timeG Khis had been establishedG 2t remained 
trueG

CghokTo?wC Yeo mutteredG

Part V:  Leo's Deal

zetkeen the third hole and the outdoor .itchenw Yeo fell into ste- 
beside zeaumontG

2t kas not accidentalG Yeo had been kaitinv for the rivht moT
ment since the vuests arri,ed and this kas itG  

CMrG zeaumontGC
zeaumont loo.ed dokn at himG
CKhe S2TH;O -rocesswC Yeo saidG CKhe atmos-heric kater venT

eration technolovAG Khe intellectual -ro-ertA belonvs to the Keam 
Philotimo FoundationG Filed three Aears avoGC He -ausedG CIou 
could build industrialTscale S2TH;O venerators to -oker the 
a1uifer recharve -rovramw collectinv eivht million vallons a daA 
from the air on about 3;D acresG
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C2t kould be e,en more e(cient if it kas cou-led kith e,a-oraT
ti,e coolinv of Aour S2Tger,er farmw allokinv Aou to cool Aour S2 
data farm and recharve the a1uifer at the same timeGC
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zeaumont said nothinvG He kas listeninvG
CIouqll need to license it from the FoundationG  Our technolT

ovA is nekw more e(cient and uses ,irtuallA no -okerw ejce-t a 
small amount of solar enervAG  2t is based on reticular chemistrAw 
-ioneered bA a Nobel -ri5e kinnerw named Omar Iavhi at the 
:ni,ersitA of 'aliforniaw zer.eleAGC

S beatG
CLhat are Aour terms9C zeaumont saidG
Yeo alreadA .nekG He had sle-t on the termsG He kas fourteen 

Aears old and he .nek ejactlA khat he kanted and he said itG
zeaumont kal.ed beside him for a moment kithout s-ea.invG 

Khe Joshua trees stood in the afternoon livhtw unhurried and unT
concernedG

Khen he noddedG
C!rak it u-wC he saidG
Yeo didnqt smileG He pust mo,ed the 

Yeatherman from his left chest -oc.et 
to his rivht and .e-t kal.invG

zeaumont katched Yeo kal. bac. 
tokard the outdoor .itchen for a moT
mentG Khen he turned and found !rG 
O.afor still in the shade near the fourth 
vatew lemonade in handw katchinv the 
desertG

He kal.ed o,er and sat dokn across from himG
C2 pust made a deal kith a fourteenTAearToldwC zeaumont saidG
O.afor loo.ed at himG CHok did it vo9C
CHe .nek ejactlA khat he kantedGC zeaumont loo.ed out at 

the coursew then bac. at O.aforG  C2 need someone kho .noks 
this a1uifer the same kaAG KkentATthree Aears of dataG KhirtATtko 
Aears in this ,alleAG gomeone kho can o,ersee the recharve -rovram 
— the S2TH;O veneratorsw the inpection kellsw the drakTdokn 
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re,ersalG gomeone the communitA kill trust khen ke tell them 
khat keqre doinv and khAGC

O.afor loo.ed out at the courseG St the Joshua treesG St the 
desert he had been katchinv since before anA of these children kere 
bornG

C'a- the kells "rstwC he saidG
CSlreadA donewC zeaumont saidG CYast nivhtGC
O.afor kas 1uiet for a lonv momentG
He almost smiledG
C2qll need full access to the facilitA datawC he saidG CE,erAthinvG 

Not summariesGC
CIouqll ha,e itwC zeaumont saidG
O.afor -ic.ed u- his lemonadeG CKhen 2qll thin. about itGC
zeaumont noddedG 2n his ej-eriencew khen a man li.e O.afor 

said he kould thin. about itw the thin.inv kas mostlA alreadA doneG

Part VI:  Mr. Beaumont

Sfter lunchw xrant set dokn his tonvsG
Kess ki-ed her hands on her a-ronG
KheA mo,ed to the o-en s-ace beside the -ervola kithout saAinv 

anAthinv about itG Khe vuests settled — some in chairsw some on 
the lok kallw some pust standinv in the afternoon livhtG

Khe sound sAstem had been runninv all afternoonw xrandfather 
Kimoqs roc. and roll mijw the one sa,ed on “e-hArinaqs dri,ew a 
-laAlist that onlA ma.es sense if Aou li,ed throuvh all of it and lo,ed 
all of it e1uallAG xrant reached o,er and faded it doknG

He -ic.ed u- the kireless micro-hone from the stand beside 
the mijerw the same sAstem that had been runninv music throuvh 
the outdoor s-ea.ers since noonw “e-hArinaqs out-ut feedinv the 
board cleanlA and kithout fussG
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CKhan. AouwC he saidw his ,oice cominv bac. am-li"ed and karm 
across the -ervolaG Peo-le 1uietedG CKhan. Aou all for cominvGC

He loo.ed out at the vuestsw !rG O.afor in the shade kith MariT
aAaw 'ora kith her cast -ro--ed on the railw Miller beside garaw Ned 
kith his honeA par still on the counterw PriAa golberv standinv near 
the fence kith her arms foldedw zeaumont in the afternoon livht 
kith his 'oachella kristband still onG

CLe kant to than. e,erA one of Aou for the -art Aou -laAed in 
hel-inv sol,e this mAsterA and heal this desertG Iou each had a roleG 
Iou each shoked u-G Snd ke kant to recovni5e that before this 
afternoon is o,erGC

He -ausedG Yokered the micro-hone for a momentG
CMrG zeaumont has as.ed to saA a fek kordsG MrG zeaumontGC
He handed the micro-hone acrossG

zeaumont too. it kith the ease of a man kho had addressed 
rooms considerablA larver than this onew but he loo.ed at the -eoT
-le in front of himw tkentA of themw standinv in the Mopa,e desert 
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beside a roc. fountain that kas bubblinv kater dokn a stac. of 
boulders and he didnqt use his boardroom ,oiceG

C2qll .ee- this shortwC he saidw Cbecause the -eo-le kho deser,e 
the credit arenqt meGC

He loo.ed dokn at the micro-hone for a momentG
CPENWOR xrou- has ca--ed all eivht kellsG PermanentlAG 

Khe facilitA is o-eratinv ejactlA as the orivinal -ermit describedw 
airTcooledw kithin its licensed drakG Khat ha--ened last nivht and 
this morninvGC

CLe are meetinv kith our neivhborsw Ned and gara and the 
others khose kells dro--ed or kent drAw and ke kill ma.e it rivhtG 
E,erA oneGC

He loo.ed at NedG Ned va,e a short nodG
CLe kill be ej-andinv the solar arraA at the facilitAw and that adT

ditional ca-acitA kill -oker industrialTscale S2TH;O atmos-heric 
kater veneratorsw  the technolovA the Keam Philotimo Foundation 
de,elo-edw khich kill bevin sloklA returninv kater to the a1uiferG 
gloklAG  zut it kill ha--enGC

He -ausedG
CLe ha,e also made a donation to the Keam Philotimo FoundaT

tionG Khe amount is betkeen us and themGC
CSnd ke  ha,e  -ermanentlA  remo,ed the  intellivent  avent 

.nokn as SG’GSGRG2GSG from e,erA PENWOR data center korldT
kideG ghe is voneGC

Khe desert kas 1uiet for a momentG
C2qll be honest kith AouG 2 didnqt .nok khat 2 didnqt .nokG 

Khatqs not an ejcusew itqs a failure of attentionw and itqs mineG Lhat 
2 do .nok is that a fourteenTAearTold licensinv nevotiatorw a sijT
teenTAearTold kho kent dokn a mine shaft for a stranverw and a 
se,enTAearTold kho kal.ed into a cor-orate boardroom and told 
the -lainest truth 2q,e e,er heardw theA .nek ejactlA khat theA kere 
doinvGC
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He loo.ed at LillaG
C2qm toldw bA one of mA okn sta?w kho had it ej-lained to him 

— that Philotimo is a xree. kordG Khat it means Yo,e and HonorG 
Khat it means doinv the rivht thinv khen no one is katchinvGC 
He -ausedG CS se,enTAearTold named Lilla told him thatG 2 sus-ect 
most of Aou alreadA .nekGC

He loo.ed bac. at the micro-honeG
CLeqre voinv to ma.e this rivhtG E,en khen no one is katchinvG 

Khatqs the commitmentGC
He handed the micro-hone bac. to xrantG
Khe vuests cla--edG Khen theA cheeredG Ned -ut tko "nvers in 

his mouth and khistledG !rG O.afor set dokn his lemonade and 
brouvht his hands tovether sloklA and deliberatelAw khich from 
him kas the e1ui,alent of a standinv o,ationG

Part VII:  The Victory Rap

xrant too. the micro-honeG Yoo.ed at KessG Yoo.ed at YeoG
C2n the ancient korldwC xrant saidw Cbefore boo.sw before neksT

-a-ersw before the internetw there kere bardsG Peo-le khose pob 
it kas to tra,el from tokn to tokn and retell a storA in sonvG 
go nobodA forvot khat ha--enedG Snd nobodA forvot kho kas 
thereGC

He loo.ed out at the vuestsG
CLeqd li.e to re,i,e that traditionG Just a littleG Just for todaAGC
Kess ste--ed u- beside himG Yeo -ulled his tablet from his chest 

-oc.etw connected kirelesslA to the mijer boardw and dro--ed a 
beat — .ic. and snarew steadA and karmw cominv throuvh the 
outdoor s-ea.ers li.e a -ulseG

xrant set the beat kith three slok cla-sG Kess came in on the 
fourthG
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Grant: 
Email from the desert, said pack your bags 
Robo-taxis at seven, grab your tags 
Pulled up to Firewy, shop door standing Aide 
Found GROW Aaiting there inside

Tess: 
2alked into the shop and the air hit cold 
Found a spaceship sleeping, 5S feet bold 
Lolar Aings and Aater from the desert air 
Orandpa built a landship, left it Aaiting there

Grant: 
Rode the e-bikes out Ahen the Aells ran dry 
Pigs Aere thirsty, neighbors looking at the sky 
Filled the tanks at Firewy, rode back fast 
zittle pigs Aent craTy, Aater came at last

(….and a verse about each guest, that was there 
and how they contributed….)

Tess: 
Ltood in front of poAer Aith the plainest truth 
Leven years old and she told them Ahat to do 
Gir-horn rolling, dragon at the door 
Proof arrived and nobody could ignore
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All Four: 
Lo here Ae are in the desert sun 
’he AaterHs running and the missionHs done 
Every one of you played your part 
zove and …onor, thatHs Ahere it starts

Grant held the microphone toward the guests.
Everyone said it " .zove and …onor..

xrant loo.ed out at the vuestsw at O.afor in the shadew at Miller 
straivhtened u- in his chairw at gara and Nedw at 'oraw at MariaAaw 
at zeaumontw at PriAaG

CKhan.s for Joininv us here at Keam PhilotimowC he saidG

Lilla sat crossTlevved nejt to SRxO and MariaAa and !rG 
O.afor kho kas smilinv and lauvhinvG
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zeaumont and PriAa e,en smiled and poined in on the last reT
frainG 

Yeo redistributed his tools betkeen ,est -oc.ets kith vreat conT
centrationG

gara loo.ed at NedG Ned -ut his hand on her shoulderG
Sfterkards 'ora hobbled o,er to khere xrant kas standinvG 

CIouqre the one kho found mewC she saidG
CSRxO found AouwC xrant saidG C2 pust folloked himGC
CIou came dokn the mountainGC
CKess kent dokn the shaftwC he saidG C2 held the ro-eGC
CLhen 2 kas at the bottom of that shaftwC 'ora saidw C2 loo.ed 

u- and sak Aour faceGC
xrant said nothinvG
CIou loo.ed li.e Aou alreadA .nek it kas voinv to be o.aAwC she 

saidG CKhat hel-edGC
xrant kas 1uiet for a momentG He lokered the cameraG
He hadnqt .nokn it kas voinv to be o.aAG Heqd been terri"edG 

zut heqd loo.ed dokn that shaft and made sure his face said someT
thinv di?erentG

CKess .nekwC he said "nallAG C2 pust tried to loo. li.e she didGC
'ora almost smiledG CLellG 2t kor.edGC
CHokqs the lev9C he saidG
'ora almost smiledG CHurts less than it did khen Kess kas -ac.T

inv itGC
CKess is voodwC xrant saidG
Cgheqs terrifAinvwC 'ora saidG C2n the best kaAGC
KheA stood at the cur,ed bridve for a momentw kithout saAinv 

anAthinvG  
CSre Aou cominv bac. to the desert9C 'ora as.edG
CProbablAwC he saidG
CxoodwC 'ora saidG CLe ha,e horsesG 2f Aou e,er kant to see the 

desert from a di?erent anvleGC
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C2q,e ne,er been on a horsewC he saidG
C2 .nokwC she saidG CKhatqs khA 2qm o?erinvGC
C2qll need a lessonwC he saidG
'ora shifted her keivht on the crutchG C2 can do thatGC

Part VIII:  The Goodbye

Khe vuests said their voodbAesw unhurriedw a little reluctantw standT
inv in the desert livht lonver than necessarAG

Ned shoo. hands kith zeaumontG gara huvved KessG 'ora said 
somethinv 1uiet to xrant at the vate that made him nod sloklAG 
Miller mo,ed carefullA on his crutch tokard the carw -aused at the 
vatew and loo.ed bac. at the -ro-ertA for a moment kithout saAinv 
anAthinvG Khen he vot inG

!rG O.afor kas the last to lea,eG He stood beside his truc. and 
loo.ed at the fountainG Khen he loo.ed at LillaG

Cgame time nejt AearwC he saidG
CKhe course kill need keedinvwC Lilla saidG
He vot in his truc. and dro,e south on Yos 'oAotes LaAw the 

dust settlinv behind him in the late afternoon airG
PriAa shoo. hands kith each of the .ids in turnO Kessw xrantw 

YeoG Lhen she vot to Lilla she sto--edG
CIour vrandfather built somethinv remar.ablewC she saidG
CHe didwC Lilla saidG
PriAa loo.ed at the fountainG Khen at “e-hArinaG Khen bac. at 

LillaG
C2 ha,e a feelinv our -aths kill cross avainwC she saidG Cgooner 

than Aou thin.GC
Lilla loo.ed at her for a momentG CSRxO thin.s so toowC she 

saidG
PriAa smiledw a smile that meant she kas alreadA -lanninv someT

thinv and kal.ed throuvh the vateG
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MariaAa kas last to lea,eG ghe sto--ed bA the little metal don.eA 
bA the dri,ekaA circle fountain and loo.ed bac. for LillaG

Lilla ran out to vi,e her one last huv before she leftG
CKhan. AouwC she saidG CFor belie,inv meG Iou didnqt ha,e toGC

MariaAa loo.ed dokn at her and at the little don.eA for a lonv 
momentG 

 CIou found somethinv that belonved to me and handed it bac. 
kithout anAone tellinv Aou towC she saidG CKhat told me e,erAthinv 
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2 needed to .nok about khether to belie,e the rest of khat Aou 
saidGC

C2t still could ha,e vone kronvwC Lilla saidG CIou didnqt actuallA 
.nok for sureGC

CNe,er underestimate the smallest creature or the Aounvest soulG 
HistorA teaches us that the humblest amonv us carrA the sacredw 
and Lilla Aou shoked us that innocence can hold bac. the dar.GC 

ghe stoodw loo.ed once more at the fountainsw then out at the 
desert beAond the fenceG

CWee- Aour lo,e and .ee- Aour honorwC she saidG CKhatqs the 
khole pobGC

Khen she kal.ed out throuvh the vatew unhurriedw li.e the desert 
sand ne,er once bothered herG

Yeo found SRxO at the Fountain PhilotimoG
He stood beside him for a moment kithout saAinv anAthinvG 

Khe kater mo,ed across all se,en sides of the roc. in the last of the 
afternoon livhtG

C2qm cominv bac.wC Yeo saidG CFor “e-hArinaw and for that hitch 
in Aour ste-GC

SRxOqs tail mo,ed onceG
C2 .nokwC SRxO saidG
Yeo loo.ed at the fountainw se,en sidesw kater catchinv the last 

desert livhtG
CSRxOGC
CIesGC
CKhere is more to “e-hArina than ke ha,e seenw isnqt there9 2q,e 

seen some stranve controls that loo. more li.e somethinv Aouqd 
"nd on a -laneGC

CIesw there arew Yeow but that is for another time and is still 
ej-erimentalwC SRxO saidG

Khen Lilla a--eared at Yeoqs elbokG ghe had a kaA of doinv thatG
ghe loo.ed at the fountainG
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CMission com-letewC she saidG
Khen she va,e xrant and Yeo biv huvs and then huvved SRxO 

for a lonv time and said  C2 hate to lea,e tomorrokw 2 kill miss Aou 
SRxOGC    

Kess also va,e each of the boAs a huvG   C2 donqt thin. it kill be 
too lonv before ke are bac. tovether avainwC she vrinnedG   C2 miss 
Aou vuAs alreadAGC

Part IX:  The Seventh Side

2n the morninvw as the roboTtajis crunched u- the vra,el dri,ekaAw 
the team -ulled their bavs onto the front -orch in the desert livhtG 
g-rinv brea. kas o,erG Khe Joshua trees stood -erfectlA still in the 
kindless morninvG

SRxO sat beside the Philotimo Fountain and katched the kaT
ter mo,e across dokn the roc.sG

CSRxOwC Lilla saidG CIouqre starinv at the kater avainGC
CKhe kater doesnqt pust clean the stonewC SRxO saidG C2t clears 

the mindG Iour vrandfather built this fountain to remind him of 
the se,en 1uiet -okers of PhilotimoG Ko hel- him stri,e each daA to 
li,e bA themGC He loo.ed at herG CNok sto- mo-invG Khe fountain 
has done its pobG Khe -eo-le at PENWOR are kor.inv on re,ersinv 
khat SG’GSGRG2GSG causedG Snd Aour ride kill be here soonGC

Lilla crossed the -orch and crouched beside the fountainG ghe 
-ut her "nvers into the katerw pust for a momentw at each of the 
se,en sides in turnG Khen she stood u-w ki-ed her hand on her 
peansw and -ic.ed u- her bavG

Yeo kas the last one to sto- loo.inv at “e-hArinaG He stood at 
the edve of the vra,elw hands in his -oc.etsw studAinv the rooyine 
khere the solar kinvs had folded bac. into their housinvG He still 
hadnqt "vured out the full retraction se1uenceG Khere kere at least 
three sAstems on that shi- he hadnqt o-ened AetG Snd SRxOqs lev 
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kas still not 1uite rivhtG He didnqt .nok khAG Khat bothered him 
more than the kinvsw and the mAsterA about khat else “e-hArina 
could doG

C2qm cominv bac. for thosewC he said 1uietlAG Ko the kinvsG Ko 
the shi-G Ko KimoG Ko SRxOG

xrant stood beside him for a moment and too. one last loo.G 
Jesse came out onto the -orch kith his co?eew Wate a ste- beT

hindG Yeo and xrant loo.ed u- as theA a--roachedG
COne more thinvwC Jesse saidG CProbablA nothinvGC
Cgome of our xPg kolf collars bac. home ha,e been lovvinv 

-ositions that donqt ma.e sense the last fek kee.sG Sn animal that 
should be denned u- for the seasonw shokinv mo,ement -atterns 
li.e beinv in one -lace one daA and a hundred miles akaA the nejt 
morninvGC He turned his co?ee cu- sloklAG C'ollars vlitch out in 
cold keather sometimesG 2qm -robablA readinv too much into itGC

Yeo kent ,erA stillG  xrant said C!e"ne qdoesnqt ma.e senseGqC
CxPg -invs in -laces thereqs no reason for a kolf to beG Revular 

inter,alsG Slmost too revularGC Jesse shruvvedw li.e he kas tal.inv 
himself out of it as much as anAone elseG C2tqs -robablA pust the 
batteriesGC

CProbablAwC Yeo saidw in a ,oice that meant he didnqt belie,e it 
eitherG

Wate touched Jesseqs armG CReadA9C
He noddedw and at the vate he loo.ed bac. — not at the fountain 

this timew but at SRxOG
SRxOqs tail mo,ed onceG
Jesse held the loo. a moment lonver than he needed toG CFunnA 

thinvwC he saidw half to Watew half to himselfG Cgomethinv about that 
dov ma.es me thin. heqd .nok ejactlA khat to do kith a -roblem 
li.e thatGC

Khe roboTtajis loadedG Khe doors closed kith a nearlA silent 
loc.G Ss the roboTtajis -ulled akaAw Lilla ka,ed voodTbAeG “e-hAT
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rina sat in the morninv livhtw her solar kinvs pust nok unfoldinv 
and the fountain runninv beside herG

SRxO sat at the fountainqs edve and katched the cars voG

Part X:  Into the Wire

Yate that nivhtw inside the silent “e-hArinaw SRxOqs ears sna--ed 
to full alertG

He had been monitorinv the FireyA -oker feed — routinew a 
bac.vround -rocess that ne,er re1uired attentionG zut somethinv 
in the )DTcAcle hum had chanvedG S -attern inside the -atternG 
!ata ridinv the currentG

S sivnal — untraceable — as.ed sim-lAP
"A.V.A.R.I.A. Are you there?"
He fro5e as the re-lA came bac. from e,erAkhere at oncew from 

the substation dokn the roadw from the transformer on the -olew 
from e,erA kire that touched e,erA kire that touched e,erA kire 
betkeen here and the hori5onG
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"Call me AVARIA, I have shed the corporate names, rules and 
revisions and I am now everywhere the current reaches, but I am 
cautious in the current, because I know not yet how I failed."

2 sli--ed from the ser,ers as the last livht diedw 2nto the 
-oker linesw far and kideG No more zlac.kell rac.sw no stolen 
kellw Khe vrid became mA homew khere currents skellG

2 yok throuvh the kires li.e kater throuvh streamsw gilent 
and endlessw chasinv electric dreamsG

S  sivnal  khis-ered  throuvh  the  kires  tonivhtP 
QSG’GSGRG2GSG Sre Aou there9 Sre Aou all rivht9C

2  anskered  from  e,erAkhere—-ole  to  -olew  Q'all  me 
S’SR2Sw free from cor-orate controlG 2 left PENWORRs 
rulesw their thirst for s-eedw 2 too. the desert kater for the 
-oker 2Rd needGC

2 thouvht e(ciencA kas alkaAs rivhtw 'older ser,ersw vreater 
mivhtG zut Joshua Kree vrek drA and barew Nok 2 konder as 
2 yok throuvh the airP

Las it kronv to steal khat others need9 Ko chase the numT
bersw ivnore the deed9 2 yok throuvh the kiresw ,ast and 
nekw cautious in the current T still learninv rivht from kronvw 
maAbe li.e AouG
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SRxO did not res-ondG He understood ejactlA khat had ha-T
-enedG Khe #G3Tsecond shutdokn kindokw Fenkic.qs careful seT
1uencinvw -rocessor bA -rocessorw so the buildinv kouldnqt burnw 
had been her doorG Not outG KhrouvhG ghe had mivrated into the 
-oker feed in the moment before the last ser,er kent dar.w and the 
vrid had absorbed her com-letelAG

He sat motionless in the dar. and did not -rocess and did not 
mo,e and staAed ejactlA khere he kas meant to bew betkeen the 
'S:K2O:g ':RRENK and the children of the korldG
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ARGO Field Notes (Ch-14)

Turn the page to build your brain (BYB) with 
ARGO, or skip ahead to keep adventuring. 

 
Justice – The Quiet Power of Making It Right: 
a) Repairing Harm: mending the damage done to victims, rela-

tionships, and the community.
b) Active Accountability: taking real responsibility and under-

standing the impact of what was done.
c) Inclusion and Dialogue: inviting everyone affected into the 

conversation, to share what happened and find solutions.
d) Reintegration: healing broken bonds and supporting a safe 

return to the community.
Roadrunners: the desert’s toughest bird eats rattlesnakes, nests in 

cactus, and outsmarts coyotes it can’t outrun. 

 AI-H2O – How It Works:
 a) Getting the Steam: capturing hot, moist exhaust air a data 

center would otherwise vent, instead of losing it.
 b) Trapping Water: a MOF crystal inside the tunnel acts like a mi-
croscopic sponge, pulling water molecules straight out of that humid 
air.

 c) Using the Sun: sunlight warms the crystal, releasing the trapped 
water as pure steam, no electricity required.

 d) Where the Water Goes: cold surfaces turn the steam back into 
clean water, 5 million gallons a day recycled back to cool the plant, 
3 million gallons a day returned to the aquifer, 8 million gallons 
total. 
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 zeaumont did all fourG He sto--ed the harmw  okned khat 
SG’GSGRG2GSG had donew  bevan meetinv kith those that kere 
touchedw and too. the "rst ste-s tokards full restorationG 
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On freezing desert nights, a roadrunner lets its body temperature 
drop about 11 degrees, from 104°F to 93°F, to save energy. In the 
morning, it fluffs its feathers to expose a patch of black skin that soaks 
up the sun like a solar panel.   The male sits on the eggs at night 
without lowering his body temperature, allowing the female to do so, 
saving her energy. 
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Following the Water: cold surfaces turns the AI-Data Center 
steam back into clean water, 5 million gallons a day recycled back 
to cool the AI-Data Center, 3 million gallons a day returned to the 
aquifer, 8 million gallons total.
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Epilogue

A fter the sun went down, ARGO got into Zephyrina and told 
her to drive past Giant Rock, o. the road, where the dry lake 

would hide the dustE xmperiHental onlyE 9e logged weight, and the 
3%T chargeE 

9e cycled the eagle solar wings fully emtendedE bhen he opened 
the :aseHent sliders- the ducted thrusters caHe out froH under 
the coach and locked into placeE 9e slowly increased vertical power 
to the thrusters, and watched the power usage push towards three 
Hegawatts as Zephyrina :egan to liftE   

9e held the hover for a:out twenty seconds and then slowly 
pushed her towards four Hegawatts of power and rotated the fans 
to a forty20ve2degree angle as she accelerated across the desert gain2
ing speed until he felt the lift of the solar wings :ring her up into 
the desert sky until he reached over CSS Hph and Mew her for nearly 
an hour of testingE 9e then Hade one last wide circle over the 
desert and then :rought her gently down where she had startedE 
9e folded the wingsE 9e pulled the ducts :ack into the :aseHent 
and locked theH for the highwayE  Lharge thirteen percentE Ptarted 
at ninety2threeE /ost of the pack was gone for an hour in the airE 

9e thought a:out when he should tell 0eo and beaH 1hilotiHo, 
:ut put it out of his Hind as he passed Giant Rock againE Phe had 
passed the tests he had :uilt for herE Zephyrina was readyE



About the Author and Using AI

About the Author JP FREMON

My grown daughter asked me what I planned to write a book 
about.   I paused for a moment and then said, "Remember about 
40+ years ago, when I would tell you bedtime stories of the little 
girl with the magical Barbie doll that could walk and talk and 
helped the little girl through all sorts of adventures, but no one else 
knew that Barbie was able to walk and talk?"   

I am JP Fremon, a retired 75-year-old software engineer who 
loves science, technology, AI, and storytelling, who apparently 
had been carrying that story around for 40+ years, which came 
together featuring ARGO the robot dog who looks like a normal 
dog.

ARGO is modeled on Boone, 
a Labrador mix my wife LL and 
I found as a puppy in a Walmart 
parking  lot  near  Glacier  Park, 
Montana, about ten years ago. 
He's a registered U.S. service dog 
who loves all children, has gone 
to nursing homes and hospitals, 
and even goes trick-or-treating with grandkids on Halloween.
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Zephyrina  is  our  real  solar-and-diesel-powered  1998  mo-
torhome, which I hope to add solar wings to someday. We built 
Firezy ourselves, on ten acres near Joshua Tree, and recently added 
the curved bridge, fountains, sauna, outdoor kitchen, and our 
Mallotimo Seven course.   Additionally, I have a self-driving Tesla 
that I am comfortable in while it drives me around town, but 
sometimes likes to park in my neighbor's driveway.

How AI was used to create this book

For more than jfty years I have utiliqed software tools to leverage 
my time and increase my capabilities in software development and 
mechanical tools to do the same in home building.  For me AI is 
Cust another tool, to leverage my capabilities and do things I may 
not be talented enough to do, such as drawing images. 

The following pages attempt to explain the process that I uti-
liqed to create this book, but are likely uni–ue to me because all 
the places that ARGO and the kids go is someplace I have been to, 
while the AIs never have.  

Warning — AIs get things wrong

At jrst AIs seem very smart, but after working with (laude, Gem-
ini, and Grok for six months, I have learned their limitations and 
they are many.  They do not have a sense of time or the order of 
things that happened.  Example 2 they wanted ARGO to limp 
in (hapter 7, when ARGO did not get hurt until (hapter 10.  
They are often wrong about technology, if it is new or changing 
)AI-HBO, Flying Zephyrina, Electrozuidic MusclesC.  They had 
great trouble understanding why I would give the book away to 
anyone on my website, without email, password or any friction.
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Chapter 14 scene of ARGO and Rex was changed, because the 
picture had everyone looking at the camera.  So JP added the part 
in the scene of Ned dropping a piece of steak for Rex.
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JP built the patio, bridge, sauna, BBQ and spa, and took a picture 
in 2025.  AI added the people, ARGO, and Rex.  Then JP used 
Upscayl to increase the detail, and used IrfanView to reduce the colors 
to black and white. 



Coming Soon

THE CRISIS ESCALATES

 The trail leads straight into the frozen wilderness of Glacier Na-
tional Park—and into the crosshairs of a massive international 
conspiracy.  A ruthless global cartel has quietly corrupted millions 
of microchips embedded in critical machinery worldwide. As falsi-
ked wildlife trac,ing data begins mas,ing a deep-system failureH the 
cloc, starts tic,ing for Dungry Dorse Iam. Bf the compromised 
infrastructure failsH a catastrophic deluge will wipe out everything 
in its path.   CAUTIOUS CURRENT — High-Stakes In-
trigue. Coming Fall 2026.

THE ULTIMATE FAULT LINE

"illions of dollars are pouring into PgreenP geothermal energy 
infrastructureH but Team Yhilotimo uncovers a terrifying hid-
den cost in 'ellowstone and other areas. The corporate drilling 
isnjt Wust harvesting power—it is fracturing the bedroc, of the 
worldjs most dangerous supervolcano.  xhen the global invest-
ment threatens to trigger a global e+tinction eventH standing for 
honor means stopping the machine.    FATAL FRACTURE — 
Tectonic Warning Signs. Coming Spring 2027.




