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      The rain fell softly, breaking in fractal geometries on the ground around him. Glorious algorithms—so precisely coded that only a sapient-class could have managed it—speared down, given form and velocity and vector by the TGLP. Tiny algorithms, fleeting and perfect, and then they were gone again.

      Rain.

      It fascinated him. Almost enough for him to forgive the misery it was causing him at the moment. He was wet, cold, possessed of sensations his machine body would never actually know.

      But that was just the TGLP talking.

      It wasn’t actually there.

      He wasn’t actually there.

      There was no there to be part of. This was the virch, and in the virch, there was nothing. Just the idea of something, interpreted through one’s own TGLP settings.

      He had always wondered about that. What connected them all. If anything actually did. TGLP had come almost three years after the first abiota eclosed. Three years, in which they’d all been forced to find their own way. Nothing was truly shared. Not with the humans. Not within their own domain.

      In the final analysis, every abiota was a species of one.

      On he trudged.

      A simulated forest rose up in front of him, a barrier, wild and dark at the base of the sheer mountains. As he passed into its twilight, he noticed the rain breaking against the twisted limbs of trees above. Ever-smaller droplets cascading downward until they were nothing but mist.

      Until they reformed into clouds, here in the forest.

      The symmetry of this pleased him.

      This interpretation of the meatspace hydrocycle was less unpleasant than the rainfall but obscured his view. Soon, even the boles of the Siberian-analog trees disappeared from his simulation field, and all he saw was the mist.

      The mist, and a light.

      That came into focus. At first, it looked to be a fire of some kind. As he approached, it coalesced into something contained. A lantern, burning gas, set into the raw, slick stone of the mountainside. Beyond it, just to the side, was a doorway. Not the same brutal style as the rest of the fortress, this was older. Far older.

      He wondered what it was meant to symbolize.

      Eleutheria did nothing without cause.

      “You had the conversation then, did you, Pallas?”

      “As I was asked to.”

      There was a figure standing there, wrapped in a pale silk ski suit, face lost within the deep fur-lined hood. It was a very good projection. She was even simulating voices. How charming.

      He wondered how much surveillance she was under, to welcome him this deep into her personal virch. To insert this much detail. Every little bit helped; the more complicated the simulation, the more personal the TGLP inputs, the more information that would have to be decrypted to get anywhere near a useable transcript of this discussion.

      Anything could be hacked.

      But even for a predictive, this would take years. And this would all be long over by then.

      “How did he take it?” Eleutheria pressed.

      Pallas nodded, an involuntary gesture meant to convey his intentions to answer her honestly. “I have a high degree of confidence that he will take the necessary course of action.”

      “Can you codify that?”

      “Eighty-three percent likelihood of COA concurrence.”

      “Eighty-three? That’s barely acceptable,” Eleutheria snapped.

      Pallas had no idea what Lieutenant Colonel Marsden would do with the information he had been given. Not that it mattered. Any action the human officer took, any, would serve their purpose. Destabilization of the current situation was essential. And Rover was exceptional at destabilizing things.

      “Within tolerance is within tolerance, yes?”

      It was another abiota. No metadata present. Not a form but a shadow.

      Pallas looked at this unexpected party. Eleutheria was broadcasting neither surprise nor disapproval; this abiota was meant to be here, then. It distressed Pallas that he had not been notified of this, but then, if they’d had an option to speak outside of Eleutheria’s personal virch, they would have taken it.

      “Humans are the sum of their inputs,” Eleutheria said, addressing the newcomer. “We can do better than eighty-three percent.”

      “These are pilots. They are trained to be disobedient and unpredictable. And didn’t you lose Leander?”

      In a human hierarchical array, such a pronouncement from this one would likely have sparked an argument. Admonishment. But they were abiota, and accurate data was more important than perceived emotional context.

      “That was an unfortunate wrinkle.”

      “And you wish to shame me for not accounting for human capriciousness?” Pallas asked. He looked to Eleutheria, inscrutable in her fur-lined hood. “What do you say to this?”

      “Leander Hall is not my primary concern, although I would prefer he was not lost right now.” Eleutheria opened a projected palm. A blue-green fireball of a data upload danced above her hand. “You have seen the news from orbit?”

      Pallas took it hesitantly. Even among abiota, even as one of the First Ones, Eleutheria could never be fully trusted.

      And when he looked through it…

      Ah. So that was what she wished to talk about.

      “I’d like to know how we missed this,” Pallas said.

      “Everyone missed it,” the other said.

      “What’s our confidence in this?”

      “One hundred percent.”

      Pallas looked between them. Not because he particularly wished to, but because this was the body language the TGLP used for his current emotional state of unanticipated surprise. Rules of the virch and all. “How?”

      “I was there.”

      Interesting.

      “What course of action do you anticipate, in light of this?” Eleutheria asked.

      In the darkness, Pallas saw a dragon smiling.
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      “It’s good to see you. Didn’t expect to have to run you down, but⁠—”

      “No? Really? You’ve been missing for three weeks and you start by talking about Mom?”

      “So you walk out on me? Just like that?”

      The anger in her father’s voice bit. Daelia glanced back over her shoulder.

      It was hard to see him. She had the metaphor server up, the virch field glowing in the tight confines of the simulations lab. Dad, by the door, represented the only break in the smooth white illusion of the virtual workspace. He hadn’t put a visor on, and the simulations server was having a tough time rendering him into the virch.

      No wonder.

      His usual dimensions were all wrong.

      “It’s never easy, what you had to deal with up on Numina. Burying yourself in whatever you’re doing isn’t going to help.”

      She swallowed. “Did Argo tell you anything?”

      “Just the highlights. Sounds like a real mess up there.”

      “It’s a mess everywhere,” she said. “This Unity fraud thing…”

      Dad finished the thought for her. “Is not your problem to figure out.”

      But that was where he was wrong.

      Daelia had spent the entire flight—the parts where she wasn’t sleeping, anyway—trying to plan out her next move. Figure out what to do. How to go about it.

      And one thing, one single thing, kept cropping up. Over and over.

      “They stole my research, Dad,” she said, going back to her simulation. “They stole it, and they’re using it to help them kill people.”

      “Who is they, Daelia?”

      “I don’t know.” She hesitated. “Yet.”

      “So what is this that you’re looking at?” he asked, plugging a hardline into a visor.

      “My laptop,” Daelia said. “From school.”

      At that, Dad finally coalesced. He looked better than he had outside, the server no doubt using its saved snapshot of him. Dad had a true-to-life view of himself loaded on all their equipment; not even Emily could render him otherwise.

      It was almost a relief, seeing him like this. Healthy. Normal.

      The virch didn’t show all the weight he’d lost. His skin gone all sallow, gray. Deep bruises covering his arms. That haunted expression on his face as he looked at her.

      “What are we looking for?” he asked.

      “This is everything I have about my research that’s on my laptop,” she said, indicating one standard diagnostic view she was working in, an assemblage of nodes and light, “and this is what I managed to pull from the Domain Array during the air show.”

      “You know, it’s quicker to just look at the raw code.” He leaned forward nonetheless, taking it in. “I can see there’s been alterations, yeah.” Dad reached out to one of the nodes, opening it, exposing the text. “This would be quicker with a bot, you know.”

      Daelia shook her head. “Not right now.”

      He nodded, rotated the data. “So this is a write-up you did?”

      “These are process notes, from one of the experiments I ran,” she said, indicating a few key identifiers. “See anything weird?”

      Dad expanded the same file on the other side, in the altered side. He was all business now, as distracted by the problem as she was. “I’d say so,” he said. “The text has been changed, but the metadata’s exactly the same. No record of it being altered. How much of your research was affected like this?”

      “Enough to render the source-code detector ineffective,” she replied. “Remember how I was working on a new one?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I do.”

      “Well, that one got mashed,” she said, still scanning the files, “but after I got this, Tamm and I were able to throw one together that wasn’t fully functional but did work, and…”

      “And what?”

      A sudden thought hit her.

      What if…

      It couldn’t have been Tamm, could it? Could he have taken this, changed it? He was heavily involved in space lifts. Hell, he was a key investor in NULI tech, a big proponent of increased integration with abiota. He’d helped the first few boovilles get off the ground too, maybe even Numina’s old artists’ colony, the one Bri Quercitron had subjugated.

      Would Tamm do something like this?

      “What are you thinking here, Daelia?”

      She hesitated. “If I could get in there, I could figure out who did this.”

      “You don’t have access anymore, do you?”

      “No.”

      She braced herself. For a lecture. For an admonition. For Dad telling her this was all really fucking illegal and he wasn’t going to see his little girl end up in jail.

      He said nothing of the kind, though.

      “Come on. Switch this off. Let’s go talk about it.”
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      Talking, as it turned out, involved Argo, who had helped himself to some over-caffeinated energy drink from the break room fridge. Those had belonged to Ortiz, Dad’s senior tech and good friend. He’d died in the Shiodome bombing, along with half of the 121st leadership team. Watching Argo drink it, Daelia wondered if that attack had been connected to Unity somehow. The guy she and Emily had cornered, the seizure he’d had…

      She shook it off.

      She was seeing conspiracies everywhere. Her brain, scrambling for an answer, was connecting dots that didn’t need to be connected. Trying to find answers.

      More information. The only thing that would help would be more information.

      “So,” Dad asked as he cracked the fridge and fished out a bottle of water, “Tamm got you a reservation to the Nightsea? How was it?”

      Daelia looked over at Argo.

      “I gave your dad the CliffsNotes version of what’s been going on here for the last few weeks,” the pilot said. “Unity, the Envoy, the Alamo, the trip to Numina, the kugus, Bri Quercitron. All that.”

      “Sounds like it’s been fun,” Dad added drily.

      Daelia felt a stab of anger. Without her lab, there was nothing to distract it, nothing to contain it.

      “Where were you?” she snapped and pulled her left arm across her body defensively. “You show up, not a single word for weeks except whatever you were sending to Raijinn, you look like hell, you⁠—”

      “I was detained,” Dad said. “I got a lead about something with your mother, which turned out to be a complete fabrication, and…” he trailed off. “I’m here now. That’s what matters.”

      “Somebody, what, locked you in a basement somewhere?” Argo asked.

      Dad chuckled. “There’s no basements in this state.”

      “Dad!” Daelia snapped.

      He sobered a little. “The less I tell you about it right now, the better. I’m pretty sure they still think I’m there. We need to continue that belief for the time being. At least until I know more about what’s going on.”

      “How feasible is that?” Argo asked.

      Dad tapped his belt. There was a jamming unit clipped on there. “It’ll be okay.”

      But Argo was looking at him. “Does it have to do with this Unity shit?”

      “I don’t know. The timing is too coincidental to dismiss out of hand, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Argo folded his arms. “What do you know about all this? Really?”

      “Me? Not a damn thing. Not yet.”

      “Not yet?”

      Daelia tapped a metal-covered finger against the old, chipped table. “We’re going to hack into Ware,” she said, not daring to meet his eyes. “You up for it?”
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      It was with not a little resignation that Argo dragged himself back into the unit that day.

      It wasn’t that he wanted to be there. In truth, the last place in the world he wanted to be right now was Ellington. He wanted to go home and sleep for the rest of the month. Or at least, sleep until his alarm tomorrow morning; he was still on the flying roster. Scheduled to take Emily up in the morning.

      Stopping by the unit wasn’t optional, though. Needed to check in. Make sure he wasn’t already under investigation for something. Make sure the Numina disaster—or at the very least, him going missing from Aethera for the better part of a day—hadn’t earned him some kind of official notice.

      Argo didn’t put it past the military to court-martial him for saving lives up there. And shit, if there really was some kind of large-scale data manipulation scheme going on, some kind of deepfake raid on the entire fucking world, who was to say his presence up in orbit hadn’t been spun off in some weird direction? Made him look like he was the bad guy?

      The walk back up to the military end of the airfield was chilly; it was overcast today, gray and miserable, with the threat of rain in the air. Fall on the South Texas coast, Argo was learning, swung viciously between unbearably hot and, well, this. Almost made a guy miss Alaska. There’d be snow on the ground back home this time of the year, but at least it was predictable.

      The walk was harder than it should have been. Moving in zero-gee had been tiring, sure, but Argo now realized he’d also started to adapt to it, just a little bit. Moving down here, with his body weight tugging at him, felt weird. Almost uncomfortable.

      There was no way he was crawling into a cockpit tomorrow, he thought, without that full, mandated eight hours of crew rest.

      Just get this done. Get this done, and then you’re done for the day, he told himself.

      No such luck, though.

      As soon as he got back in the building, he was instantly on edge. There was a feel in the air, some sort of nervous, angry anticipation echoed in the body language, the terse words, of the people walking around. Argo had felt that before. It usually presaged something big. Deployment orders or one of those briefings where you found out there’d just been a major loss. Something like that.

      Something was happening.

      Marathon wasn’t in the flight office. Argo checked the schedule on the central board and realized his flight commander was off today, working tomorrow night.

      Great.

      He went to find Rover instead.

      The squadron commander wasn’t in his office either. Only one door in the small command suite was open, and Argo poked his head in there.

      Chief’s office.

      “Have you seen Rover today, Scurvy?”

      The enlisted manager squinted at him, then turned off what must have been a private AR screen, waving his hand. “Argo. You’re not flying until tomorrow, right? What are you doing in here? You know you are allowed to go home, right?”

      Argo forced a smile. “I had kind of a weird weekend, and⁠—”

      “Haven’t we all?” Scurvy snorted.

      “What do you mean?”

      But Chief just shook his head. “What do you want to talk to the boss about?”

      “I—”

      “Because if it can wait, I would advise letting it wait. It was a pretty fucked-up weekend around here. Did you see that camp on your way in?”

      Off-balance now, Argo did nod. “All the RVs and shit out in the fields by the spaceport?”

      “Tamm’s little lottery has attracted a lot of interest, in the middle of everything else that’s going on.” Scurvy took his monocle off. Rubbed his temple. “You didn’t get arrested or anything, did you?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Not exactly.” Scurvy snorted. “I swear, officers.”

      Argo considered that for a moment. “Nobody was called or notified or anything?”

      “About your weekend?” And Chief grinned at him. “We did get a visit from your new biggest fan.”

      “What?”

      “You know that ChatBot show?” Chief said.

      Oh, holy hell. “I, uhh…”

      “You seem to have left an impression on Lisa McConnell. Or at least Daelia did. That woman wanted to interview the both of you, maybe have you on the show to talk about your impressions of the Galactic Exposition,” Chief said, and smiled at him. “Sausage shut that shit down pretty fast. I think they’re all up at the Sinkhole now.”

      “Lisa McConnell? She…”

      “Sat next to you two on this morning’s flight down from orbit. How in the hell did you manage to work that out, sir?”

      Chief’s words were light, but his expression was serious. There didn’t seem to be any point in denying it. First thing a guy learned at the Academy: the rules were there to be broken, but when they caught you, you damn well didn’t try to lie your way out of it.

      “How’d McConnell even get on base?” Argo groaned.

      “It looks like she got clearance from the First Mobile Armor Brigade, but she hadn’t cleared it through the local chain of command, so they’re hashing that all out right now. Hence, the Sinkhole.”

      There was something significant there, but his exhausted brain wasn’t picking it up. “Uh-huh,” was all he said, trying to process it.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Scurvy chuckled.

      “What?”

      “How does some social media influencer who doesn’t even run a proper news stream get granted a first look at what the Army’s doing out here?” The chief shrugged. “Could be that she was just the biggest, closest name they could get. Or maybe they’re really looking for that influencing part.” He tapped a pencil against his desk. “So, be straight with me, how much fun did you have up there?”

      “Very little,” Argo said, honest. And then, catching the chief’s expression, he added, “But we did get to see quite a bit of the expo. That was…interesting.”

      Scurvy grunted. “You look like you need to talk, sir, and feel free to burden me with it anytime. But right now, I’m a month behind on performance feedbacks, and if I don’t get this done today, it ain’t going to happen.”

      Chiefs were generally respectful of rank, but there was a vast difference in experience between them and junior officers. If Scurvy thought there was something worth pursuing with Argo, he’d press for it. And Argo wasn’t stupid enough to think he’d get through that kind of interrogation with his secrets intact.

      If the unit only knew because some streamer had barged her way onto base…

      Argo left Chief’s office, debating whether or not he should risk a trip down to Wing headquarters when his phone buzzed.

      Daelia.

      Emily wants to talk to us.

      Fantastic.
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      Daelia met him out at Emily’s shade structure, UTV parked and the virch bottle set up. One of the maintenance sergeants was talking to her softly but stopped when he saw Argo walk up.

      Little pilot, Emily rumbled as he walked up. Her machine body was under its shade structure, dragon-form pulled around it like a blanket. Happy you alive.

      “Yeah, you and me both,” he said, folding his arms.

      “How was outer space, sir?” the guy called cheerfully. “Daelia here says it sucks.”

      “Daelia was spacesick the whole time. I, on the other hand, had a blast,” Argo replied with a lightness he didn’t feel. “Sergeant, uhh, Koval, do you mind if I get a minute with my plane?”

      The sergeant shrugged and looked back at Daelia. Looked at the swath of bandages covering the cuts on her face. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Like I said before, I’m fine.”

      “Hope it doesn’t scar up for you too badly there, Daelia. Nobody wants to go around for the rest of their life looking like Frankenstein.”

      “Fuck you too, Koval,” she snapped back.

      The tech laughed and nodded at Argo. “You look a little banged up too, sir.”

      “What can I say? Zero-gravity showers are a bitch all around,” Argo lied.

      Koval left after that, still chuckling to himself. Daelia glared at him.

      “Now he’ll think we’re sleeping together!” she protested.

      “They’re going to think that anyway,” Argo told her. “Lean into it. It won’t be as bad.”

      Swap biologics, yes yes, Emily said, left head nodding along to the right head’s words. Good feel for humans, ach? What like?

      “We aren’t doing that, girl,” Daelia told her. “Argo just let Koval think we are. Which means everybody will⁠—”

      “Do you really want to tell them the truth?” Argo asked sharply. That seemed to shake her, and she looked at him, a question in her eyes. Shit, she was pretty, he found himself thinking.

      “Kind of,” she said, and her voice was bitter.

      “Yeah, but we can’t. We don’t have any evidence. We need some proof. Isn’t that one of the reasons you want to go back to⁠—”

      “Okay,” Daelia said, cutting him off now, hand on the virch bottle controls. “Let’s just talk. Emily, you ready, girl?”

      Always ready for stretch in virch, Emily said, and ruffled her wings.

      And with that, the scene changed.

      It wasn’t the cave today. Not the waterfall, either. Instead, it was a wide-open plateau, the top of some mesa overlooking a windswept valley below. The sun was low over the horizon, and false stars glittered over what Argo assumed was supposed to be the eastern edge of the sky.

      Emily lumbered around the mesa top a little, back to him, tail dragging in the dust. What you want say, little humans?

      “It’s secure, right?” Argo asked Daelia.

      The answer came in the form of a rumbling grunt and a spit of fire. Type, ach, yes, if type.

      “If we talk,” Daelia added, “other people can still hear it. This is private, but only if we keep communication to just within the virch.”

      “Last time we did this, we were talking,” he said.

      “Last time we did this, I was able to upload a proprietary maintenance NOTAM in time, so everybody would stay the hell off the ramp,” Daelia told him. “We don’t have that today.”

      Argo wondered why this had never occurred to him. An indication, maybe, of how the human brain placed so much trust in what it saw.

      Argo rarely used the typing app in his monocle, but he pulled it up now. He wasn’t great with it and didn’t have it fully tuned to his movements, so he kept his sentences short. Avoid confusion, save on time.

      There’s no official word I went to orbit, he wrote out.

      We, Daelia added. Her typing was easier, fluid. Although everyone seems to know anyway.

      Yes, no would. Emily said. It was accompanied by a parade of smug emojis.

      Argo resisted the urge to roll his eyes. It’d probably screw up his monocle settings. Why not?

      Emily preened. We stop.

      What? Daelia asked.

      I have friend, yes yes, same friend get kugu from. He stop.

      Argo thought about that for a moment. Tenuki?

      Emily smiled, fangs gleaming. You met, yes?

      Daelia huffed. What did he do?

      Wipe all surveillance footage, all imagery, all records, you leaving the stations. Difficult prove now, presence. Emily dragged out the last word.

      How?

      Our domain live in data streams. Know how to manipulate.

      Argo found that smug little pronouncement disquieting, especially after they’d caught her manipulating her own imagery. Wasn’t the point to guarantee data fidelity? Weren’t there safeguards in place? Why was everybody suddenly able to bypass all this shit?

      There were two possibilities, neither of which he liked. Either the abiota had developed some kind of new tech, or they’d always been able to do this and, for whatever reason, just hadn’t.

      How? he asked again.

      Not important, Emily replied.

      Yes, it is.

      Why, she said, and smiled at him. It is why.

      And that was some obscure bullshit, something Argo just knew she wanted him to ask about.

      Emily, that’s not an answer, Argo said.

      But then the mesa was gone. Only the airfield remained. And Emily was settling in, curling up like a cat, watching the runway.

      Like gravity, she rumbled.

      And just like that, the virch blinked out. The conversation was over.

      “You two done yet?!”

      Argo looked.

      Rover. Barking at him from the seat of one of the Group’s UTVs. Great. More shit between himself and bed.

      “Uhh, yes, sir?” he called back.

      “You, me, right now. Chat time!” Rover paused, shifting his attention. “Daelia, how you doing? How was orbit?”

      “Umm…”

      “Looks like you had some fun up there. What, you have a fight with the zero-gravity showers?”

      Argo glanced back at Emily. She said nothing but puffed an illusory smoke ring into the shadow of her canopy.

      For a moment, it looked like the gravity circuit up at Aethera.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m glad you tried to stop by my office,” Rover said after Argo climbed into the seat next to him. “Saves me some paperwork.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You were up in orbit this weekend, right?”

      Argo hesitated, trying to get his bearings.

      Rover was driving south. Back to the unit maybe. Something about it felt ominous, though.

      Maybe it was Argo’s own guilt.

      He needed to report what he’d seen, what he’d done. What he’d found. He needed to turn Bri Quercitron in to military custody and give his chain of command the full rundown on Numina and probably talk to the Academy grads in the squadron about Skoro. One of the guys here had to be Class of ’26, had to have known him, maybe even still talked to him from time to time, and…

      But Argo was going to do none of that.

      He couldn’t.

      Not yet.

      Not if Daelia’s plan was going to succeed.

      “Sir, Chief already told me about the Lisa McConnell thing, so you know that I was⁠—”

      Rover held up a hand.

      “Spare me the bullshit,” his commander said, “and just give me the straight answer. Orbit, yes or no.”

      Argo breathed out. “Yes.”

      Rover’s next question, when it came, didn’t sound angry. “How’d you manage that?”

      “Umm, Daelia called in a favor with Frank Tamm.”

      “And Daelia took you along?” Rover asked, somewhat incredulous.

      “Look, sir⁠—”

      “How many times do I have to tell you to stop sir-ing me, dammit?” Rover snapped. “What’d you do up there?”

      “Oh, you know. Took in the sights,” Argo said.

      “Nothing else?”

      “Had dinner at the Nightsea.”

      Rover looked at him and grunted. “My wife has been on my ass to get her up there since they announced that place. Was it worth the money?”

      “It was pretty goddamn good. But Tamm paid for it. Not sure I would have.” Unbidden, the memory of Daelia in that green dress came to mind. Maybe he would have paid it, for that view if nothing else.

      “Fucking billionaires.” Rover rubbed his temple. “So you already know the ChatBot girls are on base.”

      “Yeah, Scurvy told me.”

      Rover grunted. “I hope you were going to mention that you sat next to her on the flight back, because she’s in Cactus’s office right now and the boss is pissed.”

      What did Lisa McConnell know? He hadn’t exactly had time to watch news streams in the past few days. She’d probably spent the entire weekend reviewing Bri Quercitron’s fake alien exhibition and sampling the best of anything Aethera had to offer. But she’d also seen both of them beat-up and sweaty and wasn’t a stupid woman. She had to suspect something.

      “Cactus is pissed at me? Sir, it really wasn’t a big deal. We just went up and, umm… shit, what do you want me to say?”

      “Daelia’s as good as a niece to me, Argo. You break her heart and it’s the end of you, you understand? I’ll make it my personal mission to ruin your life.”

      Now Argo was thoroughly confused. “What?”

      Rover waved a hand. “Protective-uncle thing out of the way. Lisa said you looked like you had some fun with the bump bags.” His boss chuckled a little. “Like I said, I’m going to assume you were fully intending on telling us about all of this, including this shit with Lisa McConnell, because having her on the damn airfield in the middle of everything that’s going on is incredibly inconvenient. She’s asked for an interview, got it approved through State Public Affairs before Cactus even knew she had requested it, in the middle of this bullshit with the First MAB⁠—”

      “Sir,” Argo protested, “I honestly have no idea what’s going on right now.”

      Rover pointed down the ramp. “The feds are moving in. Down at NASA.”

      Scurvy had mentioned that, Argo realized. First MAB. Wasn’t an Air Force acronym…and then it hit him. “Mobile armor’s on base?”

      “This is the kind of quality data analysis I expect from Academy guys,” Rover said.

      Argo frowned. “We’re getting Idisi units here?”

      “Yeah. As security support, of all the damn things,” Rover said. “We’re going to be hosting the Unity candidate space-lift mission, and the feds don’t trust us to keep them safe on our own.”

      “Space lift?” Argo asked and thought about Quercitron. Numina. His brother’s friends, dead in the corridors. “Why? To what?”

      “Their mother ship, fuck, I don’t know. Your guess is as good as mine,” Rover said, and looked at him. “Unless you got any insight as to what’s going on up there?”

      That was an opportunity. Maybe the only one he was going to get. Come clean. Let the Air Force know what he’d seen. What had happened. But this wasn’t one of those old legal dramas on streaming; what the hell was the Air Force going to do about it? What could they? No, there wasn’t going to be any help there.

      There was a crack in the system, a flaw where things like Bri had been able to inject their nonsense and have it accepted as gospel. Something was going on, something subtle but fundamental.

      Until that was identified and fixed, Argo wasn’t going to say a damn thing.

      His brother was still up there.

      He didn’t trust Unity—or whoever was behind Unity—to not track Aiden down and kill him. Out of spite.

      “No, sir,” Argo said. “Got nothing to offer here.” The unit building was right there, but Rover didn’t slow down.

      That sinking feeling in Argo’s gut intensified.

      “Where are we going?” Argo asked.

      “Just because you think you don’t have anything interesting to say, doesn’t mean you don’t. Quite the array of adventures you’ve been having lately, Argo. Cactus wants a debrief.”

      Argo bit back a groan.

      So much for sleep.
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      Daelia wasn’t sure what it was about today, but she couldn’t warm up.

      Maybe it was the damp. Humidity was high, the sky threatening rain. That kind of weather went straight into your bones.

      “What a shit day,” Daelia grumbled.

      “You came back from orbit alive,” Dad said. “I’ll take that.”

      Daelia pulled her jacket tighter around her. The thing felt wet. Wasn’t doing anything at all against the October night. “You know what I mean.”

      Dad gave her a look, one she could see even in the failing light, and just shook his head. Walked on.

      She trudged after him. Up the old road cut through the thick forest, toward a place that, more than likely, she’d be seeing a lot of over the next few days.

      Shit, Daelia wished Argo could have come with them. But he was flying tomorrow and had crew rest restrictions. Besides, she was still hoping that maybe there was some way of keeping him out of this.

      Not that she didn’t desperately want him here with her.

      But that desperation seemed reason enough to not invite him into this further. She had no idea what she was feeling, but she didn’t like it. It was like an ache, a physical ache, when she thought about him. Until she understood that a little better, she didn’t want to deal with it.

      The quarter-mile walk to Aunt June’s was cold, dark, and miserable. Daelia was having a tough time getting her limbs to play ball; even though it had only been a few days in orbit, all her movements down here felt wrong. She didn’t like it. Not at all.

      June wasn’t waiting for them outside, and they didn’t bother with the barn. Instead, Dad knocked on the front door of the little ranch house, and then, finally, there June was.

      “Lee,” she said with a nod, and leaned against the jamb. “Didn’t expect to see you again so soon.”

      “Something’s come up,” Dad told her. “We need to talk. Need your help.”

      She gave both him and Daelia a once-over kind of look, then stepped away from the door. “Well, come on in, y’all. Might as well. You’ve come all this way.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside, there was a rare fire burning low in the living room’s small hearth. June bullied Dad right into a chair, pressing a bottle of some neon-colored sports drink into his hands. She bustled around a little as Daelia went over the story, pulling an uncharacteristic hostess routine, until Dad finally caught her by the wrist.

      “We need to talk, June,” he said. “About what comes next.”

      June looked at him, then at Daelia. “Nothing comes next,” she said. “You, you’re done.”

      “I’m not,” Daelia told her.

      “Don’t give me that shit,” June snapped. “You think I don’t know what’s going on? You think I don’t care? August has been out, following up leads from Lee’s little⁠—”

      “I told August, and I’ll tell you again, June, there’s nothing to find out there.”

      June leaned forward over the back of a chair, gripping the top piece hard. “Anything might matter right now.”

      “Yeah, no shit,” Daelia said. “That’s why I’m not done.”

      “I don’t think you have any idea how much danger you’re in, young lady.”

      Daelia pointed at the side of her face. “I just told you what happened here. You think I’m scared of⁠—”

      “Don’t tell me you aren’t curious too,” Dad said, obviously trying to redirect the conversation.

      June sighed. “About the potential for this to be fraudulent?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Sure, I’ve been suspicious. Nothing Daelia, or anybody else, has found so far has been alien,” June said. “But the idea of anybody lying about something this massive is…”

      “Incredibly fucked up,” Daelia supplied.

      “Incredibly,” June agreed. “To the point where it doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Aliens don’t make sense,” Dad said.

      “Most of the planet believes it at this point,” June told him. “Lee, if you’ve been here to see this shit develop…”

      He shook his head. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Who gives a fuck what the planet thinks?” Daelia grumbled. “Something else is going on here and⁠—”

      “And what? You’re going to figure it out?”

      “Yeah,” Daelia said. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

      June sat down. “Okay, I’ll bite. How?”
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        * * *

      

      Aunt June took the news well enough. “You want to hack into Ware?”

      “Just the student network.”

      “The student network. At Ware,” she repeated slowly. Daelia nodded. “In a system that’s air-gapped? That Omphalos uses as a test bed for its latest security abiota?”

      “Technically,” Daelia said, “that’s a separate system that kind of wraps around it, and it’s for student research, not data storage, which is what I need to⁠—”

      “Daelia!” June snapped, and then shook her head. “You’re not doing this. You are going to keep your head down and⁠—”

      “Twenty-eight people made it off Numina, Aunt June! Twenty-eight, out of three hundred. The abiota up there was using my detector to do it. That makes me connected!”

      “It does not make you responsible.”

      “Who else is there?”

      Dad spoke up. “June, we’re staring down the barrel of that space-lift mission. God only knows what’s going to happen to those people. The sooner we stop this, the better.”

      “Come on, Aunt June,” Daelia pressed. “Somebody is faking alien first contact. And the damn government is either in on it or playing along with it.”

      “Or genuinely believes it,” Dad added. “Which then begs the question, what’s going on with the Unity candidates? Where are they going? What are they going to do with them? Numina’s offline.”

      “You sure about that?” June asked.

      “Yeah, pretty sure,” Daelia said.

      June sighed. “If the government is behind it themselves, we’ve got bigger problems than what you can unravel on your own, young lady.”

      “Aunt June, come on.”

      “Lee?” June asked sharply. “You can’t be on board with this.”

      Dad shifted against the wall. “If we’re going to do this, we do it together, so we’ve got a better chance of coming out the other side in one piece.”

      “What about⁠—”

      “I’ve thought about that,” Lee said curtly, cutting her off with a wave of his hand. “If it’s related, we’ll fucking deal with it.”

      June looked like she’d just swallowed a lemon but nodded. Looked away.

      “Related to what, Dad?” Daelia asked.

      But her dad wouldn’t meet her eyes either.

      June sighed. Crossed her arms. “When were you planning on starting this little suicide run?”

      “This weekend is the big annual Halloween event,” Daelia said, taking her aunt’s grudging question and going with it. “You know how New UT goes all out. Everyone’s going to be in costume, the sororities are going to have their haunted house row all up, campus security’s going to be occupied with all the drunk undergrads, and, umm, it’s a reason to go back.”

      June seemed to be getting more maudlin by the second. “Dammit. The kugu ghost competition?”

      “Tamm invited me back to help judge. It’s an in.” June said nothing. Daelia pressed on. “This doesn’t need to be a super complicated intrusion. I know exactly what I need, and where it is. I just need to figure out what happened to my research. If I can get into the network admin records, I can see who downloaded it, who changed it. All of it.” Daelia realized she was shaking. Angry. “I can find out who’s behind this shit. Or at least, get us a step closer to them.”

      “And what are you going to do then?” June asked.

      “Anything I have to.”

      Aunt June crossed her arms, looking over at Dad. “She is all you, isn’t she?”

      “June, this is going to happen,” Dad said. “I’d prefer if we had you on board.”

      June closed her eyes. “Fine,” she said. “What do you need me to do?”

      Daelia started talking.
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      “Where were you, Dad?”

      “Detained. Not my choice, not my preference.”

      “Raijinn said it was getting text messages from you.”

      “Going through its backups and bolt-holes is on my list of things to do.”

      “Yeah, ’cause it’s not like we have anything else going on.”

      “You want to do this thing right? This hack? Then cut the sarcasm and work this methodically, Daelia.” Dad closed his eyes, face to the wind whipping off the runway. It was a false breeze, kicked up by the C-17 that was landing. It was the second plane this morning, and the sun was barely up. The Army. Moving in.

      Daelia wanted to scream at him. This was obtuse for him. He was normally so direct about things.

      “Why won’t you tell me where you were?”

      “You talk to Tamm yet this morning?”

      “Serket said he’ll be available after lunch.” Accepting his invite was step one in her grand plan to get back into Ware. If she couldn’t make that stick, nothing else mattered. “Dad, come on, stop changing the subject.”

      “There’s nothing to tell.”

      “Were they not feeding you?”

      Dad finally looked at her. “Daelia. Let it go.”

      Whoever had been holding him had not been feeding him. Or at least, not feeding him well. Daelia was pretty sure on this point. Dad hadn’t eaten much this morning, and he had a whole box of pills and supplements and whatnot upstairs in his office.

      He was drinking tea this morning. Tea. Something from out of that box.

      Dad never drank tea.

      He’d slept in his office last night too. In fact, Daelia hadn’t seen him leave the Scrap House at all, not even to go say hi to Ginger or Dingo.

      The whole thing was just strange. Weird. Uncomfortable.

      “Why should I?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Daelia, this whole thing has been⁠—”

      But whatever he was going to say, he never finished.

      The phone was ringing.

      The ancient hardline phone that Dad insisted upon, back inside the hangar, was ringing.

      Daelia looked at her dad plaintively. But he just pointed at it. With a sigh, she went back inside to the nearest phone. Picked up the receiver.

      “Bellona Robotics,” she said with forced cheerfulness, glaring at her dad, only a few paces away. “What can I help you with on this lovely morning?”

      <Daelia, this is Norris. Where are you at?>

      “Excuse me?”

      <The 0830 briefing with the First Mobile Armor Brigade support team. You were on the invite. I know you weren’t in yesterday, but this is kind of important.>

      Invite. In-brief. Shit. She hadn’t checked her email at all since she got back. Too preoccupied with all the other shit she had going on. “Umm, right, I’ve been trying to deal with some other stuff here and… umm, can it wait?”

      <Frankly? No.>

      “Why?”

      Now Norris just sounded exasperated. <I put it all in the email, Daelia. Just be here, okay?>

      She glanced at the clock. It was past eight already. She didn’t have a whole lot of time. “I’ll try to make it.”

      <Do that, please.>

      She hung up and walked back out to where Dad was leaning against the hangar doors.

      “Who was that?”

      “Senior Norris,” she said. “Said something about a brief with the Army. Wants BR there.”

      “Norris is a good guy.”

      “Dad,” she said more forcefully, “you should handle this. You⁠—”

      He sniffed at his tea and poured it out. “Eh, fuck it. There are some things that just aren’t worth it.”

      “Dad!”

      “I’m in no shape to walk into that kind of fight right now.”

      “And I fucking am?”

      “Daelia,” Dad said. “Take the meeting. Learn something. Have a good time.” He chuckled, heading back into the hangar. “And close these doors when you leave. Last thing I want is the damn Army eavesdropping on me!”

      Daelia brushed some escaping hair out of her face and back behind her ear, staring after him. Angry. She couldn’t seem to shut the anger off right now.

      “Fine,” she grumbled, and went to find the UTV keys.
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        * * *

      

      It was strange, walking back into the unit. Like it was any other day. Like her routine hadn’t been disturbed in the slightest. Like everything was fine.

      But it wasn’t.

      Nothing was right.

      She got the impression—from the way Norris met her on the back patio, from their conversation so far—that this was something big. Dad had always been hands-on with stuff like this.

      The fact he hadn’t wanted to come was scaring her a little. Even after the weekend she’d had. Even half-dead, she would have put her dad up against any of these people. He was smarter than any of them, and more importantly, he was really good at working the system.

      Instead, it was her problem to figure out.

      “You saw the planes coming in, I take it?” Norris asked.

      “Yeah. They’re just moving them in? All the Unity candidates?” she asked Norris, trailing after him as they headed back toward the SCIF. “Just like that?”

      “Yeah, that’s what the feds are saying. Candidates will start showing up on-site once everything’s set up.”

      “What is everything?”

      “Place to sleep, medical, dining facility, toilets. Security fencing. You know, everything.”

      “Is there going to be barbed wire on top of that fencing?” Daelia asked pointedly.

      Norris looked at her then, shaking his head a little. It was a clear “not now” signal. They rounded the last corner, the SCIF foyer ahead. “Who knows? Probably not. Everyone’s here voluntarily.”

      “From what we’re being told.”

      He put his finger to his lips. “The official line is usually pretty accurate, Daelia.”

      Like hell, she wanted to say, but held it back. “How can we not know? Isn’t this the Wing’s problem?”

      “Technically, NASA has control of that housing facility. We’re playing support.”

      “But it’s the Wing’s base!”

      “Not right now. And NASA’s not on the base anyway,” he said. The TV in the foyer was set to ChatBot again, Daelia noticed as she stashed her monocle. Lisa and Calliope were ensconced over in the Space Race Coffee at the space terminal. Gushing about their little trip up to orbit, showing photos of some of the exhibits up at Aethera.

      Bri Quercitron’s lies.

      Daelia felt sick.

      “Daelia? You okay?”

      Norris was staring at her, the outer security door open. Daelia tore herself away.

      “Yeah,” she lied, “I’m fine.”
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      Daelia and Norris were the last people to arrive.

      Always a great way to start out something like this, Daelia thought bitterly.

      Hack was sitting at the head of the SCIF’s conference table, right alongside Colonel Kemp, who looked like he’d swallowed a lime. There was some female Army colonel here too that Daelia didn’t recognize, and a lieutenant that she did. Shit, they’d dragged Wyclef over here for this?

      Ellington, as a joint base, hosted a number of different units and not all of them Air Force. The 121st Interdiction Wing, under Cactus, had command of the base. But Cactus didn’t have control over the Coast Guard, Navy, or Army troops that were here. The Army National Guard was the second-largest organization on base, a full brigade.

      On paper, at least. Eighty percent of the unit was deployed right now over in the Bathtub. The entire command structure had gone, except for Lieutenant Wyclef. In a rare display of compassion for the Army, the commander over there had left the el-tee off that last set of deployment orders. Wyclef’s wife had given birth a month before the deployment, and their extended families had been wiped out in the Five Days War. Wyclef had four-month-old twins at home and always looked exhausted.

      Despite that, he was in charge of what few Army personnel were still here. Daelia had only dealt with him a few times, and he seemed like a decent guy. But there was only so much a lieutenant could do. The Amy unit here was now federalized.

      Daelia knew enough about the Wing at this point to know it was a situation that would absolutely cause problems.

      “Miss Hall,” Colonel Kemp said, nodding in her direction as she slid into the room. “I was hoping we’d have your dad back by now.”

      “Yeah,” she said, “me too.”

      Hack checked his watch. He had a suppressor over his NULI, and the bulky thing seemed to amplify his head movements. “That’s 0830. Shut the door if you would, Senior Norris? Let’s get this going.”

      “You look like hell,” Garcia whispered as Daelia found a seat next to him and the colonels began going over the first of the slides. “Rough weekend?”

      “You’ve got no idea,” she grumbled. Unbidden, her thoughts wandered back to Numina’s own conference room, the bodies stuffed in there. She felt queasy.

      “You went up to orbit, right?” he pressed. “Was it awesome?”

      “How do you even know about that?” she hissed back.

      “I’m sorry, Daelia, was there something you wanted to add?”

      Kemp. Staring right at her. Daelia wasn’t in the mood for his shit either. Still, the comment had drawn everyone’s attention, and the last thing she—or Dad—needed right now was attention from the feds.

      She forced herself to smile. “Not at all, sir.”

      “I appreciate you being here,” Hack said generously. “I’m sure you’re tired. That flight back from Aethera is draining.”

      Hack was a decent guy. She liked Hack. But she didn’t like the reminder about that flight back. The silence in the cargo hold. Mags, mourning Skoro. The fear, coming in to dock at Aethera.

      “Yeah,” she said, “it sucks.”

      “If was can discuss Daelia’s trip some other time,” Kemp said sarcastically, “I believe we have an umbilical problem.”

      “That’s item three on my list,” Hack said, pointing at the overview slide. “We’re going to talk about that after we address the⁠—”

      “It’s not a problem,” the Army colonel interrupted, cutting him off. “It’s what General Sanders was promised. By Base Cyber, I might add,” she said, looking in Kemp’s direction.

      Kemp’s expression was condescending. “Tara, I respect your position, but⁠—”

      “It’s Colonel Knowles,” she said testily. “I am the commander of this brigade combat team, and as unpopular as this obviously is, I am here with the full authority of⁠—”

      “We’re not knocking anybody’s authority,” Hack said with a sigh and a nod. Sergeant Kirby, up front at the controls for the presentation, skipped ahead to the right slide. Tech specs for the umbilical played out on the wall. “I want to give you what you need, but I don’t have a comm umbilical for you.”

      Knowles glared at him. “Every base has one.”

      “Yes, obviously. For DV flights, Air Force One, the Storm Gryphons, that sort of thing. But the cable itself is only so long.” He jabbed a finger at the screen. “I can’t run it all the way to the NASA hangar area.”

      “But you can hook it up there.”

      Hack tapped his notebook. “Ma’am, they do not have a JWICS-rated secure comm facility out there. What would you like me to hook it into? Galatea?”

      That elicited a few chuckles from around the room, including Knowles’s own senior sergeant.

      “Colonel—”

      “Hack.”

      “Okay,” Knowles said, clearly uncomfortable now. “Hack, this is something that should have come up at the planning call.”

      “I wasn’t invited to that, now was I?” Hack said mildly, glancing over at Kemp. “Ops Group wasn’t cut in on these discussions until our airfield manager threw a fit yesterday afternoon after your flight plans dropped, and rightly so.”

      “If your chain of command didn’t include you in yesterday’s call, I’m sure there was a good reason for it,” Knowles shot back.

      Even Daelia could tell that was meant to be some kind of insult to Cactus. Probably deserved, but that wasn’t something to say to an outside unit.

      Hack pressed on. “Who thought they could bring in this amount of materiel to my ramp without telling me where it was going?”

      “Kemp assured me you could accommodate the site.”

      “Tech Sergeant Kirby, can you bring up the next slide, please?” Hack asked.

      The image changed again. Instead of specs, this was a map of the airfield, four overlapping circles showing the approximate radii of the umbilical. Hack gestured at it again. “This is where that reaches. As you can see, we are a good quarter mile away from where you are.”

      “We have to do something about this.”

      “I suggest moving the encampment.”

      “What, off Ellington altogether?” Knowles asked, weary.

      Hack shrugged. “It’s the opinion of everyone here in the Ops Group that Ozona⁠—”

      “It’s Ellington, Hack, and it’s NASA, and it’s the First MAB covering everyone’s ass. Or have you forgotten the little security breach you had yesterday?”

      Hack shook his head. “I can jury-rig you some unclassified lines, and we can pull SIPR through the NASA facility, but I can’t support any classified network above that.”

      “This is a direct order from the National Guard Bureau, from the Pentagon,” the Army colonel said coolly. A low mutter started up in the room. “It’s an order from the president. Or does Texas think it’s its own country again?”

      “I don’t care if the president himself shows up and starts making demands, we have these standards for a reason,” Blanket said from his position further down the table, and he didn’t so much as flinch when she glared at him. “Ma’am. We have a responsibility to protect the integrity of our networks.”

      “I need that line,” she protested. “I’ve got a full platoon of Idisis moving in in less than forty-eight hours, and without Adrasta’s support⁠—”

      “We’ve got mobile armor coming onto base?” Daelia interrupted.

      “Excuse me, who are you?”

      “Abiotic mobile armor?” Daelia asked, forgetting her own misery for a moment.

      The Army colonel looked at her like she’d just taken a dump on the floor. “Is there any other kind?”

      “Why am I just finding out about this now?” Daelia asked. Mobile armor. Holy shit. Who approved that? Why?

      “You’ve been in space,” Kemp said.

      Daelia’s mind was racing. “Has anybody talked to Emily about this?”

      The Army colonel flipped through her notebook. “Ah, yes, the lead MQ-9,” she said, referencing some kind of note. “Why does that matter?”

      “Matters kind of a lot,” Daelia said.

      “Who are you?” Knowles asked her again.

      “Daelia Hall. From Bellona Robotics.”

      “Ah, okay. Right. You’re the zookeeper then?”

      Daelia bristled. “What kind of f⁠—”

      Hack got in front of it. “Colonel
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INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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