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      “I don’t understand,” Daelia said, picking at a piece of corn bread with her right fingers. June had made chili. The heat was welcome; the night had turned rainy. “Why is the quantum machine manifesting in AR like that?”

      “It does that sometimes, if abiota are around,” June said, and blew across her own spoonful of chili.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It creates visuals that look and behave remarkably like abiota. We think it’s piggybacking off their TGLP, but it’s hard to tell,” August replied. He sat at the other end of the table, a clean towel at his elbow holding an assortment of miniature components as he rebuilt Daelia’s brace.

      “And it eats them?” Daelia asked.

      “It’s impossible to know exactly what is going on there,” August said. “So much of what that machine does can’t be analyzed. Hell of a thing, really.”

      “Are you sure it doesn’t have an abiota in it?” Daelia asked.

      June, scooping up another bite, froze. August looked away.

      “Does it?” she pressed.

      June paused for a moment more. When she spoke, it wasn’t to answer Daelia’s question.

      “From the data it did give us, it’s pretty much certain that both those sustainment units were engineered and built by humans. The rudiment cores too.” She patted a sheaf of printouts. Q-BAL’s analysis, printed out on an ancient inkjet machine that lived in that workroom.

      Daelia took another bite, thinking. June wasn’t a great cook, but there was something earnest about her food. Mom had always been clinical, exacting. She hadn’t been able to taste anything herself and defaulted always to following recipes to the letter. June, on the other hand, treated cooking like a science experiment. Sometimes it worked, and sometimes it went horribly wrong. At least it was almost impossible to screw up chili and box-mix corn bread.

      “Can we know that for sure?” Daelia asked.

      “Probably. If I could get my hands on a metallurgist and their lab for a few days, or a forensic cyber analyst, or some part of this supposed alien tech,” June said, tapping the papers. “But where am I going to get that?”

      “I don’t understand this,” Daelia admitted. “The Envoy told us Unity was using, uhh, Earth-made kugus, I guess you’d say. And I can see maybe using our sustainment units to ensure compatibility. But that thing we found in the truck, that was clearly not…”

      “Not human?” August said. “You’re so sure about that?”

      What else would it be? Daelia wondered. “It didn’t look like anything I’ve ever seen before.”

      June nodded. “Did they catch it?”

      “No,” Daelia said. “The klaatu effect ended as soon as Emily zapped the place. But the cops told us they didn’t find any trucks. Not the people they were taking, and not that thing.”

      “Unless we have aliens hiding their own tech in some hollowed-out Mack truck chassis,” August said, “the most likely answer there is that the electronics were hardened.”

      “Who hardens a semitruck?” Daelia asked.

      He picked up a tiny screw with the magnetic end of a tiny screwdriver. “That, my girl, is a very good question.”

      “You should let this go,” June added. Daelia looked at her, a frown on her face. “Let it go, Daelia.”

      She shook her head. “What am I supposed to do? I can’t walk away from this. They killed a man, right in front of me. Probably fried an entire server room’s worth of abiota!”

      June sighed. “An abiota is not worth your own life.”

      Daelia blinked. Had Aunt June really just said that? “What?”

      “It’s the truth, Daelia,” June said, her voice taking on a hard edge. “They aren’t us. You need to start understanding that.”

      “They’re still alive, June!” Daelia pressed, unnerved by the direction of this discussion.

      But her aunt didn’t say anything.

      “If the aliens are willing to kill sapient-level abiota, and if Emily’s willing to kill them⁠—”

      “Why wouldn’t they be?” August asked mildly, still working.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We see artificial life and we think it’s all one big happy family. It’s an image the Domain Array likes to push. But is there peace within our species? Is there peace in any of the domains here, biota or abiota?” He turned the half-completed control board over in his hands, looking at it. “Do you think this Unity shit from the stars is going to be any different?”

      “They are threatening to wipe us all out if we don’t do what they say,” June said.

      “That seems to be the threat, doesn’t it?” August agreed. He set the board back down, reaching for another component. “But all we’ve seen of it so far has been here on Earth.”

      “Are you saying this is some kind of fraud?” When August didn’t say anything, Daelia pressed. “What would have the ability to pull off a fraud this massive?”

      “There’s an idea that came out of the Soviet Union, back in the day,” he said. “The bigger the lie, the more likely it is people will believe it.”

      Daelia broke off a corner of corn bread with her spoon, pushing it down into the chili, thinking. “If that was true, if this is all bullshit, how would you prove it?”

      “There’s always a way,” August said. “The truth always comes out in the end.”

      “Unless everybody who knows it is silenced,” June added, and jabbed her spoon at Daelia. “You are not going to prove anything, young lady.”

      “I’m already involved!”

      “Not so far that you can’t pull out now,” June said, and shoved back from the table. “I’m going to go get the guest room bed fluffed up.”

      “Aunt June…”

      “You’re spending the night and that’s final,” the older woman snapped, unexpected anger in her voice, and then she was gone.

      Daelia stared after her. “What the hell’s wrong with her?”

      “She worries about you,” August said, adjusting a solenoid. “You know that.”

      

      “Tell me straight. Is Q-BAL actually an abiota?”

      “Not the time, Daelia. Not the time.”
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        * * *

      

      It took August another hour to finish the new control board, test it, and slot it back into the housing on Daelia’s brace.

      She’d already gone to bed at that point. June had come back down from changing the sheets, taken one look at her, and ordered her up. Daelia could be incredibly single-minded at times. That was her dad right there.

      But then, it was always hard to see Bellona in her. Nurture could only do so much. There had always been a distance between mother and daughter, June knew. Inevitable, perhaps. Considering that Bellona wasn’t human.

      There were just some human subtleties that abiota couldn’t understand, no matter how hard they tried. And, of course, there were things about abiota that made no sense. Things June and August had been trying to unravel for a long, long time. They’d come close so many times, never quite getting there. But now, with this Unity nonsense, well…

      The whole thing seemed a lot more urgent.

      “Do you believe that story about San Antonio?” August asked as he polished his fingerprints off the smooth metal of the brace’s end cap.

      “She wouldn’t lie to us about it,” June said, tapping a finger against her elbow, arms folded. “She was never any good at lying.”

      “Well, according to the shortwave”—and he jabbed a thumb back over his shoulder, to the next room, where he had the old analog radio set up—“nothing is out there on the Internet. Nobody is talking about this.”

      “You know how the feds are. Entire thing’s likely being suppressed. If nobody knows it happened, who’s to say it did at all?”

      “That never works, honey.”

      “It never stops them from trying.” June harrumphed. “You don’t think this is related to⁠—”

      “No, I don’t,” August replied, cutting her off. “Although it might be time to talk to the girl about that.”

      “No,” June said, emphatic. “You know I promised Lee I wouldn’t ever bring it up with her.”

      “Extenuating circumstances right now, honey.”

      “Lee’s going to be back. This mess is going to sort itself out,” June said, with a conviction she didn’t feel. “There’s no reason to mess her up right now by talking to her about her mom.”

      “Bellona—”

      “Everything else aside, you know she wouldn’t want our girl here walking back into the thick of this.”

      “Except she’s going to,” August said. “You know that. No matter what you say to her, she’s going to pursue this.”

      “Let’s hope not,” June said, “or all the wrong people might start considering her a target.”
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        * * *

      

      Daelia snuck out before the sun came up.

      Sneaking might have been a bit melodramatic. Nothing snuck by June and August; their ranch had security measures that put Ellington’s own to shame. They most likely knew exactly what she was up to. Or at least, could have known, if they’d wanted to.

      Hell, they were probably letting her leave.

      But Daelia had no desire to get another lecture from her aunt, so she left early. Made her bed, took another shower—she’d dreamed about Pranav again, his blood splattering her—grabbed some cold corn bread from the kitchen, and took the short hike down to Ginger.

      The abiota was happy to see her.

      She was just happy to crawl into the cab.

      The rain had stopped overnight, but the ground was muddy, the air chilly. The weather here never knew what it wanted to do in October.

      The drive back to base was long, dark, and quiet. Unbearably so. Even at this hour, I-45 should have been packed with traffic. The new control board in her arm seemed to be working fine, but after a day of nothing, both the sensation and movement were somehow too much to stand.

      Daelia made it five minutes down the freeway before switching on the ByYou app on Ginger’s central panel. Voice only; she was driving, after all.

      All her recommendations were for a new stream. A recording from the night before. Official. Tamm Good Industries.

      Hell. What was he up to now?
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      “You worried about going up?”

      It was an innocent comment. At least, Argo hoped it came across as innocent.

      “No, why? Should I be?” The woman he was talking to smiled at him and broke off a piece of the muffin she was eating. “Everything’s fine up in orbit.”

      “You sure about that?”

      The other woman at the table rolled her eyes. “You military boys are all the same. Paranoid about everything. But everything really is fine up there. In fact, it’s pretty exciting, what with the expo and all.”

      “Yeah. I mean, hopefully this being open will get everybody over all the shit from last week,” the first said. “All the tickets you can purchase are gone already. Crashed the servers last night, from what I heard.”

      “I know, right?” the second said with a knowing smile. “We’re booked solid for the next six months.”

      “Well, there’s no biking up to orbit,” the first replied cheerfully. “Only way up is Astraeus.”

      They both laughed. The mirth made Argo’s stomach turn a little. Irritated, disgusted, whatever.

      People had a right to be scared, with everything going on.

      With what happened to San Antonio yesterday.

      “Jason!” the barista called. “Jason, your coffee’s up!”

      “Excuse me, ladies,” Argo said, getting up, and went to go grab his drink.

      At the counter, a barista with a short man-bun and circuitry patterns tattooed clean down to his fingertips nudged a steaming cup toward Argo. He took it with a nod.

      Why hadn’t anything about this leaked online?

      Argo had dropped Daelia off at the Scrap House and gone straight up to the unit. Sausage was even there; he’d come in, apparently, when Emily had gone missing on her flight. The debrief had taken a long time.

      Whatever the military was doing to keep this all under wraps, it was working. Exceptionally well. Argo had caught part of the local morning news stream on his drive over here to the spaceport terminal.

      There had been some kind of industrial accident in downtown San Antonio, they were claiming. Chemical spill. Semi had run into one of the major cell towers in the area, interrupting service. Nothing to worry about.

      Argo had seen information campaigns like this before, but for small-scale stuff: a bombing run gone bad, a classified information leak. That time when one of the Air Force’s abiota cyberattack specialists went a little crazy and launched an ill-fated raid of the Omphalos headquarters.

      Nothing on this scale though. And certainly nothing with this many civilian witnesses.

      Daelia said there was something screwy going on with the Internet, with the flow and presentation of information. Things, odd little things, were being suppressed, twisted, hidden.

      Argo would have gone a step further. Maybe things weren’t just being hidden. Maybe things were being pushed. Twisted. Invented. Narrative engineering.

      But why, and how, and on this kind of scale…

      Argo hated this shit. He understood why it was necessary—at least, he understood that it was going to be done whether or not he agreed with it. He certainly hadn’t intended to start anything with anybody, least of all some kind of intergalactic war. But at the same time, did it matter what the narrative was? Wouldn’t the Unity aliens know what was going on?

      If it was really an act of war, what Emily had done, wouldn’t they have already retaliated? Regardless of how hard the NSA locked down the information flow?

      These were questions that sat poorly with him. People had died yesterday, died in awful ways, and nothing was being done about it.

      Hell, nothing was even being done to him.

      Argo wasn’t stupid enough to think that was out of concern for his well-being. No, the military would have had no compunction about throwing him under the bus if need be. But apparently part of not acknowledging San Antonio meant not acknowledging his role in it.

      “You’re not scheduled to come in until Tuesday anyway,” a very exhausted Rover had told him last night, “so take the time off. I don’t want to see you back here until then.”

      “Sir—”

      “You know how to keep your mouth shut, right?” Rover had said. “So keep it shut, and we’ll get through this. Last thing any of us need is another fucking investigation.”

      Argo had taken the point. With his truck still in San Antonio, Daelia had offered to let him borrow Dingo. Even had the abiota drive up for him. But Argo had had enough of trusting abiota for one day; he’d racked out on one of the bunks in the crew rest room and tried to sleep.

      He kept seeing Daelia in his mind’s eye. The fear in her eyes, and the anger. The blood splattered on her clothes. The contents of Pranav’s chest.

      It was a strange thing. He’d seen death plenty of times. It was usually through a camera, though. Never in person, and never like that. Not like those kugus in San Antonio behaved. Like the abiota behind them had no idea what they were doing. No combat plug-ins at all.

      Who—or what—fielded kugus without combat plug-ins?

      Unable to sleep, Argo had finally roused himself around 0400. Grabbed his laptop. Headed for the heritage room. He’d made himself a cup of coffee and pulled up his brother’s emails, comparing the new to the old, trying to put his finger on what, exactly, bothered him about the last few messages.

      And then he’d seen it. Aiden had missed the cypher. The question that Argo had sent him.

      Remember that six-point buck we got, first time we went out hunting just the two of us?

      Aiden had answered in the affirmative, excited about it.

      Except that had never happened.

      The first time they’d gone out together, Argo had been kind of desperate. Desperate enough to go without a license. Spring wasn’t the best time to hunt—black-tails were all skinny from the winter, and highly restricted in the lean times after the Five Days War. But Argo had been having trouble finding work and they were hungry, so out they’d gone.

      It wasn’t a buck they’d gotten. It was a doe. A yearling, a little thing, hardly any fat on it at all.

      Hadn’t mattered. That had gotten them through a month or so, until the summer season had started and work opportunities picked up. They’d never talked about that deer online, for fear of getting caught by one of the Fish and Wildlife bots, and they hadn’t taken any photos.

      Aiden wouldn’t have forgotten about it, though.

      Aiden wouldn’t have forgotten.

      “Hey, you okay?” the first girl asked as Argo came back to the table.

      Yanking himself out of the unpleasant memories, Argo smiled at her. “Yeah, sorry, it’s kind of early.” What was her name, again? Jessica something, maybe.

      “So why are you over here?” the second one asked. Yvette. That was her name. It was unusual. Stuck in his brain.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Jessica—had to be Jessica—replied. “He’s curious about the expo. He thinks he can pump us for information.”

      “And here I was, thinking he was just horny,” Yvette said.

      This flight this morning didn’t seem to contain any tourists. It all looked like station crew for Aethera. A mix of uniforms, from housekeepers to command staff, but everyone seemed at ease with each other. Dozens of them were packed into Space Coast Coffee, laughing, joking, sharing memes or getting caught up on stories.

      If anything, the oddest thing about it was that there were no abiota. Apparently, it was cheaper to either station them up there permanently or let them use dedicated zero-gee kugus over a SATCOM line. Made sense, Argo supposed, but it was still strange not to see them.

      The two girls he was talking to were flight attendants, dressed in flashy uniforms. Black with silver piping, kind of old-school Navy with a techy edge. Short skirts. Tall boots. Like something out of an 80s mecha anime.

      They were both mid-twenties, slim, gorgeous. Rumor was, Tamm hired his flight attendants the same way the Asian airlines did: for looks.

      That didn’t mean they were dumb, though. Argo kicked himself for thinking it was going to be as easy as that.

      “Okay, sure. I was hoping to learn more about the expo,” he admitted.

      “You could have just asked,” Yvette said.

      Jessica smiled at him. “I don’t know. The pumping might be fun.”

      Argo almost choked on his coffee. At least it got the girls laughing.

      “Well, the moratorium on space lift got lifted this morning,” Yvette told him, still chuckling, “so we’re all going up. They’re bringing in a few more teros⁠—”

      “Teros?”

      “Yeah, you know, tero, pterosaur, because that’s how Tamm names all the planes. Anyway, they say we’re going to be launching all day. Getting crew swapped out and the port all ready.” She shrugged, sweeping an errant lock of blonde hair out of her face. “I can’t imagine how busy it’s going to be out of Ozona. They do all the heavy supply lifts from there.”

      Jessica picked at another bite of muffin. “It’s kind of crazy. We’ve had some tourists stuck up on the station since the landings. Crew too, I guess, but that’s a bit different.”

      “Anybody seen the aliens?” Argo asked.

      “So apparently they’re in geostationary orbit above the Philippines, but we’re in LEO, and it’s a more equatorial path, so…” Jessica sipped her coffee. “Space is really big. Nothing’s packed real close up there.”

      Argo glanced up at the TV. They were showing the official Tamm Good Industries stream. Tamm was talking to some ByYou influencer Argo didn’t recognize and a certain Envoy whom he very much did. The ticker at the bottom was showing the address for the Ellington spaceport, over and over, along with an announcement,

      LOTTERY STARTS TOMORROW.

      “So what is going on?”

      Jessica followed his gaze. “With the expo? You’ve probably heard the same thing we have. Unity has determined that in order for us to, like, believe them, we need to see some visual proof. So they’re hosting this world’s fair thing.”

      “I think it’s a galactic fair,” Yvette offered.

      “Whatever,” Jessica said with a shrug, and gestured at the TV. “I guess they’ve been off-loading stuff up at Aethera for the past week or two. Won’t it be amazing for the whole world to see what kinds of wonders are out there in the rest of the galaxy?”

      The stream switched to a series of short video clips of objects on display. The first was a small personal ship, one of Unity’s transports, parked in a hangar up at Aethera. Skinned in iridescent purple, almost glowing against the black of space. Beautiful. Uncanny. Nothing that would fly in the atmosphere.

      “That’s one big-ass carrot,” Argo muttered to himself.

      “Hmm?”

      “You know, I always thought Tamm was a bit of a blowhard,” Yvette said, “but you’ve got to admire how he’s handling this. The Saudis and Singaporeans are charging through the roof for their flights up to Aethera right now. But Tamm’s giving half our tickets away for free.”

      “He doubled the price for the regular tickets,” Jessica said. “I think Astraeus is going to come out of this okay.”

      “Anybody that can afford a ten-thousand-dollar ticket can afford twenty,” Yvette sniffed.

      And this, this was what Argo was wondering about. “How does that lottery work?” he asked.

      “First come, first serve, I’m told,” Jessica said. “Gotta be on-site and put your name into the hat, in person, to qualify. You can’t resell your ticket. And no kids under fourteen, but that’s standard for our flights as it is. Other than that, Tamm seems to be keeping it pretty open-ended.”

      “Like I said, maybe he’s a good guy after all,” Yvette nodded.

      Argo had tried, when he’d heard flights were opening back up, to book himself a ticket, but everything had been gone within a minute of the announcement. He hadn’t made it. Now, staring at that weird alien ship in that hangar, like something out of Orpheus Watch…maybe there was a workable backup plan here.

      Get up to orbit.

      Find his brother.

      Bail the kid out of whatever mess he’d found himself in this time.

      The stream moved on, back to the interview. Tamm and the Envoy were walking now, shown in some deep discussion while the influencer gushed about how great it had been to meet them both.

      The Envoy was accompanied by some of those kugus. Argo stared at them. The same fucking kugus from yesterday. Same as the ones who’d attacked the Cirque last night.

      “Fuckers,” he muttered.

      “Hmm?” Jessica asked.

      Argo schooled back his irritation. According to the Air Force, San Antonio had never happened. If he wanted to keep himself out and free in the world, free to go save his brother, he had to toe that line. “Must be weird,” he said instead, “seeing your kugus on the news like this.”

      Yvette just frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean those things,” Argo said, gesturing at the TV with his coffee. “They’re mining units, aren’t they?”

      Now both the girls were frowning. “No, no, I don’t know where you heard that, but that’s not what the mining units look like. Here.” Jessica pulled out a cell phone. Navigating to the photo app, she thumbed up a couple of pictures. “This is what they look like.”

      Argo took it, scanning the pictures carefully. Jessica was right. The tri-lensed kugu and the mining unit looked nothing alike. The ones in those photos were stocky, short, hunched over, like some sort of strange mechanical gorilla. Built for lifting, obviously, with exposed pneumatics and very little design sense.

      Cold certainty flooded through him. Something was indeed very, very wrong here.

      He handed the phone back. “Huh,” he said.

      Jessica cocked her head. “Why’d you think that? About the kugus?”

      “Just something I heard somewhere,” he replied, and made a little show of checking his watch. “Well, would you look at that? I need to get going.”

      Yvette smiled and waved. Jessica texted him her phone number.

      They went back to chatting, like he’d never been there at all.
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        * * *

      

      Argo didn’t go home.

      No, no. Not at all.

      Instead, he went to the Scrap House. Hoping that Daelia might still be there. Might be willing to do him a favor.

      The doors were all locked when he got there, but his access badge got him through the flight line gates. The big hangar doors were shut against the foggy morning, but the small personnel door was open.

      Broken open.

      Shit.

      “Daelia!” he yelled, striding inside. “Daelia! Where are you?!”

      It was dead silent on the hangar floor, the lights off, nothing stirring.

      “Daelia!” he yelled again, worried now.

      Something rumbled. A diesel engine coming to life. One of the bitzers, he realized, and its form coalesced in the AR field. Its canine pretensions were on full display; it looked like a kicked puppy.

      RAIJINN, it sent, the words huge on the bottom of his monocle.

      Hell, what had he left her with?

      Argo headed to the server room, the big one at the end of the main hall where Daelia had told him the training stuff was kept.

      That door, too, had been forced open. The lock was half-melted and the surrounding metal scorched. His heart picked up, palms going clammy. If something had happened to her…

      The light in here was bright, after the darkness in the rest of the building. Quiet too; the persistent hum that Argo associated with server rooms was missing.

      Instead, he heard…

      Breathing.

      In the central aisle, there was Daelia. She was slumped down in a pile at the base of one of the racks. Door open, tools scattered around. Her head was in her hands, fingers digging into her hair.

      She was crying, he realized.

      “What’s going on?” Argo asked cautiously, going over. Something had clearly happened here, but he wasn’t sure if this particular display of emotion was about that, or just the night catching up with her.

      “I…I got back…from Aunt June’s…twenty minutes ago,” she said, forcing the words out between big shuddering breaths. “Got back and found the door outside like that. Found this.” She patted the server rack, then wiped her eyes. “They killed it.”

      Argo looked. All the lights in the rack, on all the equipment, were off. It took him a second to understand what she meant.

      “Oh, fuck, Daelia, I’m so⁠—”

      “What did Raijinn do? It was a trainer, it took care of things around here, it wasn’t…it wasn’t involved in, I don’t know, San Antonio or the air show or fucking anything!” She kicked the metal cabinet closest to her. “What the fuck?!”

      Argo sat down next to her, cautious, not sure what she’d do. Truthfully, he half believed she’d hit him too and tell him to get lost.

      Instead, she turned her face into his shoulder and started crying again.

      He moved his arm, laying it across her shoulders and hugging her a little.

      They sat there like that for a good long while.

      That favor would have to wait.
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      The place felt empty without Raijinn.

      Daelia didn’t like it at all.

      Maybe that was why she kept digging and digging and digging through the training system. Hoping it might be hiding somewhere.

      No good. Everything was ruined. Even its rudiment core had been torn out and destroyed.

      The abiota had kept scrupulous records. A perfect file system. All the training scenarios were saved, with detailed notes explaining the purpose and function and a whole bunch of other stuff that trailed off into things that Daelia didn’t understand but must have meant something to Raijinn. The volume of data was, under normal circumstances, staggering.

      All of it had been erased. Every scenario, every file. Anywhere Raijinn might have gone, anywhere it might have hidden a message, it was all blank.

      Or maybe not. Dad had backups, she knew, an off-site continuity-of-operations location, the connection to which could be severed at the hardware level, if need be. So something might be saved, somewhere.

      But Daelia didn’t dare try to go access that. Not without Dad. Not…not as tired as she was. It was too much, too complicated, for her to attempt on her own.

      The whole thing was a nightmare.

      She had been hoping that maybe Raijinn had left her a message, some kind of last words or farewell. If it had, she hadn’t been able to find it yet. For some reason, that hurt. It shouldn’t have; Raijinn never had been worried about human pleasantries or connections.

      It hadn’t been emotional.

      But trying to plumb the depths of the bottomless simulation server for any missed crumbs of data was a good distraction—both from Raijinn’s death and from the new processor board for her arm—and so Daelia spent what time she could on it.

      Until 2Shy was due in, and she couldn’t stay there any longer.

      Silencing the alarm in her monocle, she headed out to the main hangar floor.

      Where Argo was lounging on the break-area sofa, feet up on the coffee table and laptop open.

      “You’re still here?” she asked, surprised. “I loaned you Dingo, if you want to⁠—”

      “I don’t particularly feel like going home, no,” he said.

      Daelia went over, looking for the UTV keys. She couldn’t meet his eyes. She’d spent a good twenty minutes crying on his shoulder. Stupid thing to do. Military pilots were many things but forgiving of shows of weakness, they were not. It wasn’t like her, either. She didn’t like that he’d seen her that way.

      “Well, you can,” she said shortly. “I’m fine.”

      “I was trying to look some other stuff up,” Argo replied, without looking at her. His gaze was up, monocle on. Probably had his screen extended up into the AR. Didn’t seem like something he’d do. Whatever he was doing, that kind of pissed her off. So wait, he wasn’t worried about her?

      What the hell is wrong with you? she asked herself. “Yeah, well, I’ve got to be there when 2Shy gets in,” Daelia said, searching the coffee table none too gently.

      “What are you looking for?” Argo asked as she swept a pile of gears off onto the floor.

      “The damn UTV keys. I am not walking all the way up to…”

      Daelia trailed off. Took a deep breath.

      Shit. Right.

      She heard the dull click of a laptop closing, and then Argo was watching her. Monocle turned off again. “Okay if I come?”

      Daelia nodded wordlessly, another lump in her throat.

      She was not going to start crying again.

      The keys were right where Raijinn had put them. Back in their box. Right in place. Daelia stared at them for a moment, before snatching them off the hook and leading Argo outside. She kicked at the door. With the locking mechanism burnt out, it swung freely on its hinges.

      “Fucking thing,” she muttered.

      “Daelia,” Argo told her. “It’s alright.”
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        * * *

      

      “She’s been en route back for four days,” Rover said to nobody in particular. He was antsy, shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot. Daelia wondered if he’d gotten any sleep last night either. He’d raised an eyebrow when he’d seen Argo walk up with Daelia. “Clark to Changi in Thailand, then down to Darwin, Australia, for a proper once-over and refit with the USAF unit there. Then a long-haul flight to Hawaii, then out to Davis-Monthan in Arizona. I want her checked out, nose to tail. Everything.”

      “It’s a lot of stops. A lot of places for things to go wrong,” Critter agreed.

      “A lot of new people,” Koval muttered, glaring at Argo.

      “How bad do you think she’s going to be?” Rover asked. It was overcast today, with a high chance of thunderstorms in a few hours. Not great weather for an MQ-9 to be flying in, Daelia knew, but the risk of leaving 2Shy on the ground in Arizona was worse.

      Only a few people from the unit were here. Rover. Scurvy. Critter, and one of his senior techs, Koval, who was 2Shy’s favorite human in the Group. Daelia was here as a matter of course; as the only Bellona Robotics employee stateside right now, it was her job to give the abiota a once-over.

      Everybody else had been told to stay inside. Argo was only still out here because Emily had protested when Rover tried to kick him out.

      That didn’t apply to the other abiota on base, of course. Emily was waiting with them. AR fields wrapped around her. One head was gnawing on a skull. The other kept picking at her right wing, like a bird trying to groom its plumage. Anxious. She was anxious.

      Everyone was anxious.

      “If we go off past experience, it’ll take us at least two fucking weeks to get her back in the fucking air,” Koval said impassively, his big arms crossed. He was built heavy, with an extra thirty pounds around his midsection. His silicone wedding ring cut into his finger a little. Good guy, though. Daelia liked him. “And that’s not accounting for what might have been said or done around her at one of the other bases. Could be longer before she’s operational again.”

      “Daelia?”

      “Raijinn—” she began, and the word caught in her throat. Argo looked at her. She didn’t acknowledge it. “Raijinn contacted every base she landed at. Gave them the usual instructions. They disabled her NNEMP pod at Changi. So, we shouldn’t have a repeat of what happened after Tokyo.”

      “I don’t like it,” Scurvy said. “I don’t like that we did this to her.

      Emily said nothing, heads focused on the runway.

      “There wasn’t a choice. We had to get her home,” Rover replied, and his right eye unfocused. “She’s on final approach,” he announced. “Emily?”

      Yes yes, the abiota said, and rolled forward.

      Fortunately, State had not ordered Emily’s wheels blocked again; there was to be no investigation this time. Not yet. At least, that was what Rover had told Daelia. Why not, she wasn’t sure. Politics, probably.

      The humans hung back, even as Emily moved in to greet 2Shy. Although an orcinus-class herself, 2Shy was junior to Emily, below her in the base abiota authority stack. She also adored Emily.

      If 2Shy was going to have a meltdown, best to let the abiota handle it.

      Daelia watched them though, through the AR field, just to make sure everything was alright. 2Shy didn’t manifest, which wasn’t really all that surprising, but Emily dropped her own dragon form, which was.

      “What are they doing?” Rover asked Daelia, leaning in so he could whisper.

      “They might be talking in the virch,” Daelia replied in kind. “That’d be my guess.”

      Rover sniffed. “2Shy is way too addicted to virtual reality,” he said, but his tone was concerned.

      After a few minutes, Emily came back, and 2Shy rolled toward her own shade structure.

      “Everything good?” Critter asked as Koval headed over.

      Good good. Emily’s heads bobbed. Many people. Too many. No like.

      “Tell her we couldn’t help it.”

      She say should leave.

      “We can’t do that. They cut the power, remember?”

      Emily looked insulted. Power not the problem, she said, and one head swung around to eye Daelia. Yes yes, spawn?

      Daelia rubbed at her shoulder, the brace. She still wasn’t sure if Emily had fired her NNEMP pod or not. Wasn’t sure at all what had happened.

      “Emily, what happened in San Antonio was a fluke,” Rover warned.

      Should have left 2Shy there. She handle. Kugus. Blech.

      Daelia saw a flash in the AR field. Golden fur, white feathers. 2Shy, bouncing like a puppy as Koval patted her hull.

      “Just a fluke,” Daelia muttered, and headed over herself.
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        * * *

      

      Preliminary examination took an hour or so. Without Raijinn, it was harder. Daelia hadn’t realized how much it had done for them. But all of 2Shy’s critical systems—hardware and software both—seemed to be operating within parameters. A full diagnostic would take a week or more, but that could wait.

      When dealing with 2Shy, small chunks of time were usually best.

      The abiota wasn’t in immediate danger of falling apart, and that was all Maintenance wanted to know right now.

      Heading into the cockpit hangar to sign off on the BR review paperwork, Daelia was surprised to see Argo still waiting for her. What was it with this guy?

      “I’m really fine,” she told him.

      He nodded but took his monocle off. “I know, I know. It’s shit timing, but I need to ask you for something.”

      Great. Was that why he’d come over this morning? Because he wanted something? The hollow sensation in her gut got wider. Like there was a black hole somewhere between her stomach and spleen, waiting to collapse her from the inside out.

      “I need something to eat,” she grumbled.

      The cockpit hangar, like every other building on base, had a small snack bar inside of it. The lieutenants kept this one very well stocked. Daelia plunked a dollar in the jar and got herself a bag of chips. Argo grabbed a soda.

      And told her what he was thinking.

      “That’s insane,” she told him as they headed back to the UTV.

      He popped the tab on his cola. “I need to go out there. See what the hell is going on with Numina.”

      “What’s that got to do with me? Go stand in line with everybody else.”

      “I don’t like those odds.” And then, Argo hesitated.

      Oh, no, she thought.

      “I, uhh, I was hoping you could talk to Tamm for me.”

      She ate a chip before answering. Letting it hang. “Frank Tamm.”

      “Yes.”

      “About getting tickets?”

      “Look, I’d be fine paying, but the damn things sold out immediately and he’s the gatekeeper to orbit right now, at least in this country, and⁠—”

      She stopped at the UTV. “No.”

      “I’m not trying to take away from anything that happened with Raijinn, but⁠—”

      Daelia struggled to keep her temper in check. “I mean no. I’m not doing it. I’m not going to go begging to the guy whose graduate stipend I just turned down for something like this. You want to talk to him, do it yourself.”

      “You know him.”

      “Circumstantially!”

      “Come on, Daelia. You⁠—”

      “If you’re going to say that I owe you, you can go fuck yourself.”

      Argo, in the manner of pilots everywhere, didn’t have the good grace to look embarrassed. Although he did sound apologetic. “I’m not saying that.”

      “Good,” she said, rubbing her left elbow now. “Because that would be really shitty of you.”

      “I guess we didn’t really talk about San Antonio…”

      “Do you really want to?”

      His expression—finally—softened a little. “Seeing somebody die in front of you is different than watching it through a camera.”

      She scrubbed her good hand across her face. “Why do you want to go up there?” she asked. “Haven’t we gotten enough of these damn kugus?”

      “Those don’t belong to one of the mining rigs, and definitely not to Numina,” Argo said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Envoy lied to us,” he said.

      “Why would she lie about that?” Daelia asked out loud, and then it hit her. “Wait. It was the chip. These things are human-manufactured, but the Envoy is using them. She wanted to put us off the scent, give us an explanation that made sense so I’d…” She sighed. “So I’d stop looking.”

      “And if they didn’t just pick those kugus up somewhere…”

      “They were manufactured specifically for this purpose,” Daelia said, trying to think. Why? Why would anybody do something like this? What was the point? What was⁠—

      “This Unity thing has traveled across interstellar space, vast distances from wherever the fuck, and it has to use our kugus?” Argo pressed. “Doesn’t make any sense, does it?”

      “One of the kugus that attacked us in San Antonio called me spawn,” Daelia said. At Argo’s blank expression, she clarified, “That’s what they all call me. ’Cause of my mom.”

      He sipped at his soda. “Don’t you think this is worth looking into?”

      Daelia sighed. “Why do you want to go up there?”

      “My brother’s a trainee out at Numina,” Argo said. “He’s, ahh, he’s the last of my family.”

      “Launching some kind of rescue in space is way beyond either of us.”

      “I just want to figure out where he is.”

      Seemed a little ridiculous to Daelia. Really, what could either of them do up there? But Argo seemed so earnest. Maybe it was a sibling thing.

      Daelia had always wondered why her parents hadn’t had any other kids. Maybe the surrogacy thing was too hard—back in the 2000s it wasn’t big business like it was now. When she was younger, she’d worried that maybe it was because she’d been too much, just by herself. She didn’t have much context for whatever it was Argo was going through right now.

      But she’d just lost Raijinn, and she would have done a hell of a lot to get it back.

      “Fine,” she said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “Save it until I can get in contact with him. It’s not like I’ve got him on speed dial,” Daelia said, and started the UTV.

      As she drove off, she realized Emily was watching them.
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      “I hear 2Shy is back. This is good news.”

      “Got in a little while ago, yeah.”

      “It’s good to have her home.”

      “We still need to get the rest of our personnel out of there.”

      “Clark’s locked down tight, from what I’ve heard. They’ll be fine.”

      Rover wasn’t convinced of this. He was fairly certain Sausage wasn’t either; they’d been friends for far longer than they’d been commander and subordinate, and he liked to think he knew the guy pretty well. Sausage was worried.

      But neither of them was going to start an argument with Cactus.

      “I got the notice this morning, gentlemen,” Cactus continued. “We’re being called upon to talk to the air adjutant general and the secretary of Texas military affairs. Whole nine yards.”

      “Is the governor going to be there too?” Rover asked, dreading the answer.

      “This is the pre-brief for the governor, or so I’m told. The one-star will handle all that for us.”

      “I imagine we’re out here for a frank talk,” Sausage said, spreading his arms. “So what’s really going on with this, boss?”

      They were back out on the roof of the unfinished BX. Rover could see the cars on Beltway 8, whizzing by without a care in the world, as the sun drew low to the western horizon.

      Cactus shielded his eyes, looking out at the setting sun. “State’s concerned. Very concerned. The first attack on the Envoy, on Unity, and it started here, in Texas. Executed by one of our abiota, no less.”

      “According to Argo, sir,” Rover offered, “we didn’t start shit.”

      “You know what I mean. It’s a political disaster. An interplanetary disaster if you want to think in those terms.”

      Rover absolutely did not. But he knew where the Wing King was coming from.

      “So we’re ignoring the fact that these things killed Americans? Were trying to kidnap Americans?” Rover asked, aghast.

      “Did,” Sausage said. They both looked at him. “Did. Nobody has found that truck Argo told us about, and we have at least nineteen missing persons from San Antonio.”

      “And we’re supposed to just be okay with this?” Rover asked, gritting his teeth.

      “For the sake of preventing the entire world from getting nuked back to the Stone Age, yes,” Cactus said.

      “I don’t like it.”

      “None of us do,” Cactus said, and Rover wondered if he really believed that. “But it’s what has to happen. I trust Emily’s flight logs are locked down?”

      “Everything happens on the classified side, unless we’re supporting domestic operations,” Rover said. “Everything pertaining to the events of last night is at the appropriate classification level and in the right bucket.”

      The Wing King nodded. “Good. We’re going to need to do some uploads. Take it to the meeting tomorrow. Get Blanket on it.”

      “What meeting?”

      “Like I said, we’re going to Dallas. They’re sending a Black Hawk down in the morning. Overnight trip. Pack a bag. We leave at 1030 hours, sharp.”
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      Daelia poked her head out of the car, wondering if she might need hearing protection. Sounded fine, though. Loud, but manageable.

      “Where the hell are we?” Argo asked.

      “I told you,” she said, “he’s doing some charity shoot right now. Serket said we could meet him here. What did you think I meant?”

      “Something indoors, maybe. Like, pistol, or something like that.”

      “Nope,” Daelia said, and got out. She gave Ginger a pat, but the fox form didn’t appear. If she had to guess, the car was mourning Raijinn too. Not even the long drive had cheered her up. “Sporting clays.”

      The gun range occupied a lonely stretch of quasi-wilderness that had somehow been preserved in the Houston sprawl. It sat in the middle of a couple hundred acres of mostly wild coastal forest, scraggly trees, and low, open fields. A trio of naturalistic sporting-clay courses had been carved out of this, as well as a central open area with fields, a clubhouse, UTV storage barns, and a parking lot.

      Today, the place was jam-packed. The parking lot was overflowing, and people were everywhere. Carrying shotguns and wearing mesh shooting vests, pockets stuffed with shells. Or just observing; there was more than one woman in a tasteful autumn sundress and big hat. There were even a few dogs, padding along faithfully at their humans’ sides, seemingly unaffected by the noise.

      Under a series of shade structures that abutted the main field, a huge portable smoker was being attended to by sweating cooks, and a nice catering spread was being laid out on a series of long tables. There were more people under there, guns set aside on holding racks or back in UTVs, eating and drinking. The smell of beer and applewood smoke was almost enough to cover over the cordite in the air.

      Tamm had said he’d meet her over there, when his set was over, so that was where they headed.

      “This is a corporate thing?” Argo asked.

      “Beats golf.” She looked at him. “Aren’t shooting sports popular in Alaska?”

      “Sure,” he said with a smile, “but mostly for hunting.”

      “We’ve got that here too. You can shoot wild hogs from the back of a helicopter.”

      “Now that sounds like fun,” Argo said. They walked into the shade of the huge pavilion, right past the catering line. Argo grabbed himself a beer from a tub of ice.

      “The pilots went back in March, I think,” she said. “I don’t know if they do it every year, but maybe?”

      “Does Emily get to go?”

      “God, I hope not,” Daelia said. “She’d probably want to get all loaded up with Hellfires and take the things out that way.”

      “Doesn’t seem very fair to the pigs.”

      “That’s only because you’ve never seen these wild hogs. Meaner than shit and almost impossible to kill. I’m not sure even Hellfire missiles could do much against them.”

      And that was Tamm, coming over now. He was dressed like everybody else, with a vest and his shotgun folded open over his shoulder, a pair of red-lensed glasses perched on top of his head. He was actually wearing boots today, Daelia noticed. A fresh-shot casing probably didn’t care about your eccentricities; it was going to burn your foot all the same.

      “Hi, Mr. Tamm,” Daelia said.

      “Good to see you two again!” Tamm said. He shook their hands enthusiastically.

      Argo was still looking around. “This seems like a lot of people right now, with everything going on.”

      “Yeah, yeah, would you believe it, we had dozens of cancellations. But it’s a big club and this is a big annual event, always lots of people to sub in,” Tamm said. He shifted his shotgun, cracked open on his shoulder. “Not everybody is scared of Unity, you know. And besides, what are they going to do, try to shoot this place up?”

      He laughed.

      Daelia frowned. “Wait. Do you know about⁠—”

      He steamrolled the question before it could leave her lips. “Now, Daelia, you said you had something you wanted to talk about?”

      “Yeah, I do, and⁠—”

      He waved it off. “Let’s go grab a table. Come on. I’ve been out walking the course for the past hour. Need a break.”

      They passed by a gun rack on the way, where Tamm carefully deposited his shotgun. Argo made a comment about the barrel configuration—in line, top over bottom, rather than side by side—and that sparked off a conversation that lasted them all the way to a table on the far side of the pavilion.

      Daelia just listened. Guns weren’t really her thing, and definitely not long guns of any kind. She could shoot a pistol just fine, but even with her brace, her left arm wasn’t made for the punishment a shotgun or rifle doled out.

      There were more beer tubs over on this side of the pavilion too, and Tamm got both her and Argo a fresh round. Daelia declined. But as soon as Tamm put his bottle down on the fluttering paper tablecloth, he was all serious again.

      “You wanted to ask about going up to orbit?” he said.

      “Yeah,” Daelia replied. Unsure of his disposition to this, that seemed the best way to start.

      “Well, as I’m sure you can tell, things are a little insane right now,” he began. “All my flights for the rest of the year are booked solid, and the scheduling team is working to make next year’s dates available. Now, who knows how long this little Galactic Expo is going to be on display? I’m hoping we can make it a permanent addition to Port Aethera. Talking to the Envoy about that, and she seems enthusiastic. I’ve seen a few of the installations already, and let me tell you, it is fascinating. If
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