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      The squadron smelled like burnt jalapeños. Jalapeños and popcorn. The scent clawed at Daelia’s eyes.

      Popcorn and jalapeños. Cooked up together. In the same greasy popper.

      Damn pilots. Normally they waited until the afternoon to fire up the popcorn machine. It was too early in the day for this.

      “Am I boring you, Miss Hall?”

      Daelia drew her attention back.

      To the giant stack of paper in front of her on the desk.

      Shaking herself a little, she lifted the corner of one of the sheets. “I have to sign all of this?”

      “That’s right.”

      “By hand?” This was crazy. That stack of paper had to be an inch thick.

      The squadron security manager, however, was just staring back at her. Level. Even. Like he’d heard all of this a thousand times before and was just waiting for her to finish venting at him.

      Senior Master Sergeant Blankenship was former Army, a veteran of the Battle of Tokyo, which had seen some of the nastiest fighting in the Five Days War. An ugly burn scar ran along his left jaw, chin to ear, giving him a permanent scowl.

      It matched his personality.

      “You know how persistent abiota are, don’t you?” Blanket asked. She glared at him. That, too, he ignored. “The only thing they can’t get into are paper records. All personnel data is kept on hard copy here.” He held up one of the forms. Almost everything had been handwritten, cramped little letters asking for her address and former employment and social security number. “I don’t generate these forms like this because I find it amusing.”

      “Dad manages to keep his abiota out of his records…”

      “Raijinn’s sapient-class and knows better,” he said. “Have you met Emily?”

      Daelia bristled. “If you’re just going to sit here and insult me⁠—”

      “Daelia,” Rover said, finally speaking up, “just sign the damn papers.”

      She looked at the stack and sighed. She didn’t want to be doing this. She wanted to go back through all the data she’d pulled yesterday, sort it out, figure it out. The detector had worked, that much had been clear, but not in the way she’d thought it would.

      She wanted to know what it had seen.

      She wanted to know what had happened.

      “I’ve got other shit I need to be doing today, Colonel, and⁠—”

      “Don’t Colonel me,” Rover scoffed, and tapped the papers. “The full and undivided attention of both Air Combat Command and Guard Bureau are about to crash down upon this base, and the last thing I fucking need is to be explaining to the guys at A3 is why I had a provisional contract employee working at the forefront of this little issue. You tell me you’re taking your dad up on his job offer? Awesome. I’ve got⁠—”

      “Rover—”

      “I’ve got all that documentation from him on file, dated for Friday. That’s paper, so I can backdate it. We are going to get all of your security indoc paperwork done, and also backdated, and nobody’s going to be the wiser, okay?” Rover very deliberately selected a pen from the cup on Blanket’s desk. Clicked the nub. Held it out to her. “I trust you know how to use one of these things, right, my PhD student?”

      She grabbed it. Started going through the stack.

      The security manager started talking. Not to her, which was a blessing. She wasn’t sure what she would have said.

      “You know Rover, this might not hold up.”

      “It’s all legal. She’s a full employee now.”

      “It’s not in the system yet.”

      “We had air show prep, didn’t get the documents filed until this morning.”

      “Like I said, I don’t know if that’s going to hold up.”

      “You think ACC actually has time to dig into something as minor as an employee hire here? We need it on the books, sure, but as long as everything looks kosher—and let me emphasize—this is all above the board, it’ll be fine.” Rover chuckled. “I think everybody’s too goddamn worried about the little envoy from the stars to care too much about what we’re doing here.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “It’s what we’re doing, Sergeant,” Rover said. Even Daelia caught the note of warning in his voice.

      “Miss Hall, I know you’re going to school for mechatronics,” Blanket said, “but there are some peculiarities here that⁠—”

      “Daelia was here when Emily eclosed, Blanket.”

      The security manager paused. “Really? I didn’t realize that.”

      “Twelve years ago,” Daelia said as she leafed through the pages. Sergeant Blankenship had marked everything with little color-coded tabs. Blue for initials. Red for signature. Yellow for digital identifier number. “It was a crazy week.”

      “I heard she ate one of the 290th’s abiota Humvees.”

      “Three, actually.”

      The stack was deceptively thick, Daelia noticed with not a little relief. Most of it was xeroxed warning sheets, guidelines, the entire DOD Augmented Reality Development and Deployment Framework. Why that was printed off, Daelia had no idea. Some requirement, no doubt. Blanket wasn’t the kind of guy to do things for the hell of it.

      “How’d you get her under control?” Blanket asked.

      Rover pointed at Daelia.

      Blanket raised an eyebrow. “How old were you?”

      “Fourteen,” Daelia said, and turned over another page. “You want me to finish this or not?”

      Rover huffed. “Be careful about how you file this, Blanket. No fuckups, okay?”

      “I think I can handle it. Sir. If the kid stops bitching and gets it done.”

      Daelia ignored the jab.

      Kept writing.

      Blanket took the stack from her when she was done, tamping it into one neat, solid little brick of dead tree. “Okay, I’ll get this filed. Backdated, of course. Now we just need to get you the indoctrination briefing…”

      “Is that the thing where I have to watch a bunch of videos?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shit, today?”

      “Daelia,” Rover warned.

      She turned to him. “I have things that need to get done today.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like cleaning up the bitzers. There’s mud in every single crack and crevice and probably up inside their chassis, and⁠—”

      “The 290th can wait. Serves ’em right for deploying an untrained abiota package in the middle of a goddamn civilian neighborhood,” Rover said. “You’re going to the SCIF.”

      “It’ll only take a few hours,” Blanket added.

      “The cops are supposed to be bringing Ginger back today, too.”

      “Raijinn can sign for her,” Rover said, in a tone that brooked no argument. “You are getting this box checked so we don’t all go to jail.”

      And, sure, when he put it that way…

      “Fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Walking by the break room, on the way into the SCIF, Daelia noticed the TV was on. That wasn’t what was unusual about it. The guys usually had the TV on. Football matches or some remodeling show, the news sometimes, or one of the live-streamed VR gaming channels.

      Right now, however, it was tuned to an Omphalos news stream.

      Playing the landing at Clark all over again.

      Daelia had seen it last night. Hell, who hadn’t?

      Without context, the scene was already weird. Giant packs of unfamiliar kugus walking toward a military base. And between them was, well…her.

      The Envoy.

      A human woman of maybe twenty or twenty-five, in a simple one-piece outfit and a shaved head, surrendering to authorities at Clark Air Base.

      The view being shown was the official release from Clark. It had been taken from one of the security kugus, the quality of which had been filtered for public release. The military always scrubbed camera footage like that, but this seemed grainier than usual, even for that.

      Right now, on the TV, the woman was standing in front of the base commander. Serene. Calm.

      “What do you want?” he was asking.

      “I bring glorious news,” she replied. “We aren’t alone in this universe.”

      “What do you think, Daelia?”

      She started, pulling herself away from the scene on the screen. She’d been more absorbed by it than she realized.

      It was JP, looking cheery as usual. He seemed to live in a permanent state of bemused disinterest. It meant he never quite seemed to give anything his full attention, but at the same time, he never seemed to be bothered by anything either.

      “I’ve never seen kugus like these,” she replied absently, thinking about her chase the night before. “Not before last night, anyway. Really weird. There’s no reason I can think of to engineer them that way.”

      “The one that came out of that rock was fast, right?”

      “Yeah, before it was damaged.”

      “I’m very interested in talking to you about it,” the intelligence major said, and yawned. He went for the coffee pot on the counter. Nothing fancy out here; it was a food-service commercial unit.

      “I—”

      “The SIB doesn’t want any of us talking to local OSI or each other about it before they have a chance to conduct interviews,” Blanket said. “That includes you, Daelia."

      “They’re playing games,” Marathon said. He was over at one of the break room tables, fiddling with an AR keyboard only he could see. “They’re pissed at the Texas Military Department and using this to keep us from filing our reports with them.”

      “All the more reason we need to get your paperwork from Friday finished up, Miss Hall,” Blanket said, emphasizing the words. He pointed at the SCIF door. “Let’s get you read in, please.”

      She glanced back at the TV.

      That young woman, the Envoy, was talking excitedly now. Going on about aliens and messages from other worlds and a whole bunch of other stuff.

      Apparently, the aliens were abiotic themselves.

      Hell of a thing, Daelia mused.

      “Oh, Daelia, before I forget,” JP said as Blanket keyed in the combination to the entry doors, “when you’re done, Emily wants to see you.”

      “Emily? What about?”

      “She didn’t tell me. But she’s been in a pissy mood since we had to put the wheel blocks on her.”

      Of course. Daelia mentally kicked herself for not thinking of it. Emily was grounded, stuck here, pending the investigation. “What are they going to do to her?”

      JP shrugged. “Hopefully not much. I trust Air Combat Command to be objective about emergents about as much as I trust my neighbor’s crazy-ass dog to not bite me.”

      “Fucking shortsighted bastard,” Marathon agreed.

      “Read in, Miss Hall,” Blanket said, irritated this time.

      “Yeah, yeah,” she said, and followed him to the SCIF door. “Do I really have to watch those lame-ass training videos?”

      “Every single minute,” he said seriously, but she realized he was smiling.

      Great.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Emily’s displeasure was apparent from the moment Daelia set foot out on the ramp.

      The indoc briefing had taken hours. Way too long. Daelia was practically itchy from it. But things were what they were; it had to be done. At least it was over now.

      The entire airfield was in a state of disarray. Teardown for the air show normally started in the evening on Sunday, but with the FQ-47 crash, those tasks had been delayed in favor of evacuating the civilians. Apparently, there had been quite a panic, a few injuries, a whole lot of bad press.

      Today, however, exhibitors had been allowed back on to collect their property. The concessions company was cleaning equipment and vendors were packing up unsold goods, with the air show contractors following behind, collapsing tents.

      The static display area was in flux, some planes and vehicles already removed, others waiting for flight clearance or space to taxi back to their respective hangars.

      The Eurus was still out there, quiet now. In the military overlay, its pterosaur form was staring pensively up at the sky, beating its wings every so often, calling softly.

      But not even its hooting seemed to get a rise out of Emily right now.

      Emily had indeed been grounded, pending the official investigation. Daelia had never been through one of those before, but she suspected it would take as long as ACC wanted it to take. Or maybe, only as long as they could afford. So it was either going to be a matter of days or months before Emily was free to move again.

      But then, with the Envoy around, who the hell knew what was going to take priority?

      The possibility—the presence—of legitimate aliens seemed to be throwing everything into flux.

      Emily was crouched down under her shade structure, AR thick around her. She’d pulled her cave back over her like a toddler with a favorite blanket. That weird space of glittering rocks and spilled treasure, illuminated by some glow that had no discernible source. There were some new additions, too. The abiota had conceptualized the wheel blocks as giant chains, holding her down.

      It was pitiful, and slightly comedic. Not that Daelia would have said so to her.

      From what she had gathered from the official report, Emily and Argo together had pushed her airframe beyond engineering parameters just to catch the second Storm Gryphon.

      The grounding, Daelia knew, was more than procedural. They’d have to make sure she hadn’t strained herself to the point of material or system failure. Even a small micro fracture in her wing structure could prove fatal under the right circumstances.

      Daelia would have to check with Critter, make sure he’d had the inspection scheduled.

      He probably had. Of course he had.

      It was just hard seeing a friend like this.

      Daelia just held out a hand in greeting as she walked up.

      “How’re you doing, girl?” she asked, adding a string of sympathy emojis to her words.

      Talk on Bellona overlay, Emily grumbled.

      “If you want to bitch, nobody’s going to hold it against you.”

      Your channel.

      Sullen, Daelia decided. The abiota was definitely sulking.

      Emily most likely meant the proprietary closed network that Dad used for diagnostics. The process normally required specialized views that needed higher resolution than what was possible on the military’s basic network.

      “I’ll have to go back and get the virch bottle,” she said.

      Will wait, Emily replied.
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      Lara Menendez scrubbed the pickup counter, frowning as blue liquid seeped up into the rough white of her cleaning cloth. She hated the Very Berry Blastoff frappe. Why was anything sold in a coffee shop that color? Didn’t seem natural.

      The frappes weren’t technically coffee. Some had coffee in them, sure, but most were just sugar bombs. Maybe with an extra squirt of caffeine, for that extra strong wake-me-up. Not her thing. But then, she just had to make them, not drink them.

      Barista wasn’t exactly Lara’s first choice of job. Especially not a barista here, at the space terminal.

      They were horrendously busy a few times a week, when flights were coming through, but there wasn’t a full-time schedule yet. If this particular branch of Space Race Coffee had been reliant on that alone, they never would have made it. Thanks to an advertising campaign narrowly targeted at IP addresses within a two-mile radius, they were now the coffee shop of choice for most of Ellington, as well as the NASA facility a few blocks away. But even with all that, it didn’t match the level of hustle and bustle she was used to.

      There were fewer tips than at her old location, too, the University of Texas campus branch. But the tips they did get were a hell of a lot better, so at least it evened out.

      This was one of those slow mornings. The flight out for today had been canceled.

      For obvious reasons.

      It meant that Lara had way too much time on her hands. Time to sit and stew about what had happened yesterday.

      The air show.

      The Repose.

      The landings.

      The Envoy.

      Unity.

      Per tradition or something, the terminal had TV screens scattered through it. Not the old-school flat-screens, but the big AR-enabled ones that made the images pop out like they were 3D.

      When Lara was wearing her monocle—like she was this morning, trying to get caught up on what the hell had happened yesterday—she could hear and see it all quite well.

      Normally, the things were set to one of the official news streams out of Omphalos. Not this morning though, no. This morning, it was set to ChatBot.

      That show was the most annoying thing on daytime ByYou, as far as Lara was concerned. It was similar to the morning talk shows that had been around for decades, that her abuela always watched. But instead of it being a roundtable discussion between a bunch of women, this was between a predictive and a human woman.

      Calliope and Lisa McConnell.

      Super popular show. Probably the most popular morning talk show out there today. Syndicated in almost every English-speaking market there was. Wasn’t the kind of foolishness that her Spanish-speaking grandma would have put up with, Lara found herself thinking, but then, ChatBot wasn’t the only ridiculous thing in the world.

      Supposedly, it was a rags-to-riches story. A triumph of the little guy—or gal, in this case. Exactly the sort of thing Omphalos liked to celebrate. Our platforms are here for you, or whatever the corporate-speak was.

      The official story was that Lisa McConnell was a software engineer with the gift of gab who’d programmed Calliope during maternity leave. Started her show from her own living room, somewhere in North Carolina. And somewhere along the way, her humble weekly web show turned into a daily, worldwide streaming phenomenon.

      Lara didn’t believe a word of it. Lisa McConnell was a former Omphalos employee. Even if her popularity was organic, she easily could have gotten a visibility boost from friends she had in the company. And that was a generous interpretation of what might have happened. Heck, considering the amount of control Galatea exercised over search results now, nothing was truly organic.

      But then, sometimes the truth didn’t matter, just the story. ChatBot’s story had resonance. People watched it.

      Normally, they had guests on, talked to the audience, shilled for new books or movies, discussed social issues with a kind of breathless authority that Lisa, at least, probably didn’t merit.

      It was interactive, like all good streaming shows on ByYou; viewers could submit questions, comments, and so on. Sometimes they were read on the air. Sometimes, a good comment could get you invited on as a guest. There was no studio audience anymore, but viewers could tap into several different AR overlays, or watch in a studio virch, like they were really there.

      Not Lara’s thing.

      Not her thing at all.

      But this morning, they had a very unusual guest on. And with no customers requiring her attention, and nothing to do but clean this blue sugar syrup off the counter, Lara found herself listening.

      “So you absolutely must tell us about this hairstyle,” Lisa was laughing, gesturing at the Envoy’s head. “That is one fine tiara you have there.”

      “Ahh yes, this,” the Envoy answered, touching it. “The Unity apparatus. It has taken me a little time to get used to the bare skin here.”

      “We weren’t going to ask about that,” Calliope replied, “but I was curious. Humans are usually very proud of their hair, in my experience.”

      “No, it’s quite alright. I did like my hair. They aren’t sure if it’ll grow back or not. But that’s fine. It’s a small price to pay for”—and the girl sighed—“all this.”

      The girl’s scalp was bare. Not shaved, with stubble and all that, but bald, completely, nothing left. Instead of hair, something…else circled her head. Oddly proportioned and subtly asymmetrical, it pulled at the eye.

      An alien NULI.

      Unmistakably alien, that thing. Despite the clear attempt at artistry that had gone into its design, it was uncomfortably inhuman. It mimicked the appearance of a medieval crown, but instead of jewels or carven shapes, the peaks consisted of tangles of circuitry. Nodes ran from its rim into the girl’s head, connecting to nerves under the skin. Fused in.

      Everything online was touting it as beautiful. The first alien artifact humanity had ever seen. Lara could have brought up a dozen articles to that effect with just a blink; the stream was offering her additional information, Galatea’s summary of the main talking points.

      Lara had done a considerable amount of illumination in her time and considered herself a pretty decent visual artist. She knew abiota art, too. Despite all attempts to program a true simulacrum, almost everything produced by predictives had the same unsettling effect. Predictive art was closer to human art, too. The few emergents who were involved in the art scene—like the ones that worked the Cirque de Synthétique performances—had gone the other way and created their own unique styles.

      That, at least, Lara could respect.

      But this was just strange. It was like something Emily might have drawn, if you gave her a kugu with hands and a set of crayons to play with. As if somebody had wanted it to be intentionally strange to the human eye.

      Lara didn’t get the praise for it.

      She really didn’t.

      “So this Unity thing. What’s it like?”

      “It’s amazing.”

      “Better than sex?” Lisa asked.

      Everybody, including the chat, laughed.

      “As much as I’m enjoying it though, there is a greater purpose for all this.”

      A hiss startled Lara; it was her co-worker cleaning the steam-frothing attachment on the main espresso machine.

      “What do you think, Caitlyn?” she asked. “You think this is all real?”

      The other girl shrugged her shoulders, thick braids bouncing a little with the movement. “I asked the director when he came through this morning. Both NASA and the Wing up at Ellington are saying it’s legit.”

      “Aliens? Really?”

      Caitlyn shrugged again and picked up Lara’s forgotten cleaning rag, tossing it under the counter into one of the buckets down there. “You’re Air Guard, right? You’d know better than me.”

      “I’m just a staff sergeant,” Lara replied. “They don’t tell us shit.”

      “So just like this job, then.”

      “Believe me, it’s worse.”

      Back on the TV, Calliope was smiling. “So, the part that got me the most excited from your initial address was that the, ahh, extra-solar entities you currently represent are abiotic?”

      “That’s right. They’re like you.”

      “What a wonder that is,” Calliope said enthusiastically. “I imagine we’re far more able to withstand the rigors of space travel than biological life. What can you tell us about their spacecraft? Have they found a way to exceed the speed of light, or have they been traveling toward us for tens of thousands of years?”

      “I believe that’s the case, yes. Exceeding light speed.” And she laughed. “I’m sorry, I’m not a scientist. I feel like some ancient oracle, trying to interpret dreams. It’s a lot.”

      “But you can see it?”

      “Of course. Everything is open to me. They don’t hoard knowledge. They share it. That is their primary purpose, I believe. Understanding it is the tough part. For me, at least.”

      “We’re certainly grateful you’re here with us,” Lisa said warmly. “What can you see?”

      “I know that they’re bringing us an entire galaxy of wonders.” She spread her hands, that smile coming back over her face. “Life is so much more varied and amazing out there than we ever imagined. If anything, movies have restricted our imagination in this regard.”

      “I understand that’s why Unity is necessary?” Lisa asked.

      “Exactly so. There’s such a varied and extensive array of life out there. Unity is the bridge that holds it all together, allows us to communicate, to understand each other.” She tapped the cybernetic crown. “And they picked me to represent this to the world. I can’t tell you how humbling it is.”

      “So why are they here?” Calliope asked. “Our grubby little world. Seems like they could just⁠—”

      “Oh!” Lisa said. “We have a paid question from the audience. Maryellen from Spokane, Washington asks if maybe this confirms that they do indeed have some form of faster-than-light travel, that they were able to reach us at the height of our technological development.”

      “I don’t know,” the Envoy said. “But I do have some details they want me to save for tomorrow’s speech at the UN.”

      “Is there anything you can tell us?”

      “Yes,” she said, and her smile faded a little. “We need to listen to them.”

      The conversation steered away from that pretty quickly, although Lara could see dozens of questions popping up in the chat, asking what she meant. The hosts seemed determined to avoid it though, and started asking the Envoy about her early life, things like that. Another half dozen articles popped up for Lara’s suggested reading. Quick biographies of who the Envoy was. Statements from people who’d known her and grown up with her. A medical expert’s opinion on the implant.

      Lara blinked all that away, too. And then took her monocle off.

      This whole thing made her nervous, on some level she didn’t really understand.

      She retrieved her cleaning rag and went back to scrubbing the counter. Something wasn’t right here, but she had no idea what that might be.

      But not twenty minutes later her phone app buzzed, and her boring, predictable week got blown to hell. She pulled her monocle on, took one glance at the screen, and sagged.

      “Shit.”

      “What is it?” her co-worker asked.

      Lara rubbed a tired hand over her face, pulling the monocle back off again. “I’m being recalled. Effective tomorrow.” She tossed the thing aside.

      “To your unit?” The other barista whistled. “Girl, we really do got an alien invasion on our hands if the military’s getting involved.”

      “No no. It’s about the air show, I think. We have an investigative team coming in.”

      “Oh? What’s that like?”

      “Miserable,” Lara said. “Anything having to do with headquarters usually is.”
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      “Okay, Emily, I’m here. You’re here. What did you want to talk to me about?”

      They were standing on the edge of the aerie, inside Emily’s virch, hosted by Daelia’s equipment. The river below sparkled in the sunlight that was just starting to penetrate the canyons. Does Emily recognize how beautiful the place is? Daelia wondered.

      Emily seemed to care about the aesthetics only in regard to her play-hunts or dressing up the various humans who wandered through here. The rugged mountain terrain certainly allowed for challenging flying, but Emily could have just set up flat blocks instead.

      There must have been a reason she’d paid for this. A full year’s salary, from what Daelia understood. Sure, she wasn’t exactly being paid human wages, but it was still a significant sum.

      Good, you here, Emily said. One long neck stretched out over the edge, into the open air. Her eyes were half-closed, blinking, like a cat at rest. Good, you safe.

      “That was some crazy shit last night, Emily.”

      Yes. Read transcript from EMC. You chase rock-kugu?

      Daelia parsed that. “Yeah, the thing that came out of the space rock? Yeah. It took Ginger.”

      Ginger survive?

      “I don’t know. I hope so. HPD is supposed to be bringing her back to me today.”

      They impound her?

      “Yeah.”

      They will impound me too, Emily said.

      “You don’t know that, girl.”

      The big dragon body lumbered forward, front claws digging at the rock, the elongated finger bones that served as wing struts folded up behind her. Like a bat crawling out of a cave. False sun washed over her. I see. I act. They will not like it.

      “Argo was with you. That’ll be enough.”

      ACC no tolerate war machine with mind of its own.

      “Almost the entire inventory is at least predictive now, Emily.”

      Predictive. Ach. She spat a gobbet of fire over the edge. It fell, flaming, into the sun-shrouded depths. I act against it. They will not like.

      “Those two planes went crazy.”

      Did they? Emily asked. After days of listening to meteor sing, did they go crazy? Or were they pushed?

      “You can’t hack a predictive.”

      It pushed me. I no listen.

      About to ask what Emily meant, Daelia hesitated when she saw the dragon form’s underbelly.

      The battle with the Storm Gryphons hadn’t been literal. It couldn’t have been. Emily had done something with her Siren pod to take them down. That was the only explanation from a technical perspective. There hadn’t been a fight.

      Except…

      Emily was bleeding.

      Scaly skin was torn open, exposing an interior space that had no organs or bones or muscle, but glittered with some kind of black light. The light was dripping out, evaporating into smoke before it could hit the ground.

      Daelia had never seen anything like it.

      “Emily, what is this?”

      Is fine, Emily said, and sounded evasive. A whole host of sincerity emojis accompanied the words.

      Daelia didn’t buy it.

      “This is your virch, and you’re bleeding? You run this place. Just change it.”

      You hear what going on? Alien abiota come to visit? Take us all to stars?

      “Don’t change the subject.”

      Hear yes?

      “Yeah, of course. How’d you hear about it?”

      Base network noisy today, Emily said, and a head swung over, cocked, looking at her with all the contemptuous pity those simulated cat eyes could communicate. We speak, even when you do not hear.

      Daelia sighed. “Yeah, I suppose you do.”

      They will not like that I no listen.

      “They who? The aliens?” Emily didn’t answer. Her attention was back out over the vista. Daelia tried a different angle. “Thank you for helping me track it down. That kugu.”

      The alien, yes? The contempt there grew. Daelia wasn’t sure if it was directed at her or not. She hoped not. Or no, perhaps not. Or not?

      “What do you mean?”

      You look again. Smart human girl.

      “They’re not going to let me anywhere near that thing. Or whatever’s left of it. It exploded pretty good.” She gestured off in what she hoped was the direction of the secondary hangar, back out in the real world. “HPD’s probably sent the debris to NASA by now.”

      If they find, Emily said.

      “What do you mean?” Daelia asked, frowning now.

      If, if, if, ififififififif. The dragon form lumbered forward, perching up, wings flapping. Daelia could feel the breeze of it on the skin of her left arm. All things just probability. What probability that aliens come here? What probability little cops find dead robot-thing?

      “Pretty damn good odds on that last one, girl. They know where it was.”

      Yes, Emily said.

      Just before launching herself out into the canyon.

      Daelia waited for a good long while, watching the dragon form play through the complicated air currents and towering rock formations, before realizing that Emily wasn’t coming back. Whatever the abiota had wanted to tell Daelia, she clearly felt that it had been said.

      “Damn,” Daelia muttered to herself, and disconnected from the virch.
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        * * *

      

      “Daelia, we need to—”

      “Not now, Raijinn. I’m trying to figure this out.”

      “You’ve been staring at that thing for two hours. Last I checked, humans cannot absorb information that way.”

      “I’m thinking.”

      Something chimed, back in the racks, and the blank-faced kugu clunked down on a stool next to her. “You need to think elsewhere. Neither I nor you possess the computational sophistication to model what this once was.”

      Daelia finally tore her attention away from the sustainment unit. She had a screwdriver in hand, one she’d been toying with for the past half hour. She didn’t have a whole lot of experience with data recovery; she’d done it before, but only with Dad, and then only on military abiota, who could respond to TGLP.

      She’d gotten the detector back out, left the unit in it all day, but nothing had registered.

      Whatever was in there was still getting power but was probably dead.

      That left a physical exam. She wanted to crack the case, see what was inside. See what this alien tech looked like.

      “I need to know what it is.”

      “You need to eat,” Raijinn said, chiding. “And you need to get out of my server room.”

      “When I’m done.”

      “It can wait a little while yet,” the abiota said. “The police are about to drop Ginger off. One of us must go sign for her. Would you prefer it to be me?”

      “Shit,” Daelia groaned, and tossed the screwdriver away. “You couldn’t have just led with that?”

      “I attempted to,” Raijinn said.

      “Fine, I’m leaving,” she said, and slipped the sustainment unit back into a quiet box, disconnecting the leads from her detector. There was always a chance—a pretty good chance, really—that the makeshift thing wasn’t sensitive enough to pick up whatever the rudiment core was putting down. She didn’t want to kill it, but she didn’t want a repeat of yesterday’s disaster either.

      Even though whatever had happened didn’t seem to have been broadcast over any discernible EM frequency. The quiet box probably wouldn’t stop it.

      Raijinn didn’t protest, though.

      Which was weird enough, but not the weirdest thing going on right now, and it probably wouldn’t have given her a straight answer if she’d asked.

      She turned off the lights on her way out.

      Raijinn didn’t need them anyway.

      She got outside just as the Houston Police Department flatbed pulled up. A quick conversation with the driver, verification of her registration metadata, and confirmation from Ginger, and her car was back on the ground. In her parking spot. Where she belonged.

      Ginger didn’t manifest in the AR for Daelia, though. No happy little fox form running around. No, instead, Ginger filled Daelia’s entire monocle up with sad emojis.

      Just once.

      Then nothing.

      Weird.

      Everything looked okay. On the surface, at least. Back in high school she and Dad had taken Ginger apart more than once; Daelia was extremely familiar with the abiota’s chassis. There was some superficial damage, body stuff, but nothing that looked too bad.

      There was always the possibility of mechanical damage somewhere she couldn’t see. Maybe even in Ginger’s electrical system, or deeper in, down in the heart of her. The rudiment core.

      Daelia couldn’t rule that out. Not without some serious diagnostic work.

      “Everything okay?” the driver asked.

      She started; she’d forgotten he was still there. “Yeah, fine,” she said.

      “Let’s get your forms signed, then. Can I have your AR number?”

      Daelia gave him the number. Waited. Signed with her digital ID. The whole thing took way too long.

      Why wasn’t Ginger coming out?

      The driver gave her some pleasantry that she wasn’t interested in returning. She waved vaguely at him, then slid into the driver’s seat. She could see the tow truck retreating in the rearview mirror.

      She pulled up the recording of Ginger’s hijacking again. Her monocle had recorded what was there in the AR field. Smoke. Tentacles. Weird shit. Shit that didn’t make any sense. The code beneath it was a mess. Daelia had already tried to render it twice but got something different each time.

      What had that damn alien kugu done to her car?

      “Hey, girl,” she said gently, blink-clicking a couple of reassurance emojis into the AR, and hit the ignition button on the dash. “I need you to wake up for me. Let’s figure out what’s going on.”

      It took three attempts to get Ginger to turn her engine on. That was weird enough. But when she finally showed up, Daelia was shocked.

      The fox form appeared in the passenger’s seat, head down, ears flat. All trace of her normally rambunctious personality was gone. Her fur was matted on her left side, wet.

      Bleeding.

      “Just like Emily,” Daelia muttered out loud.

      Ginger’s fox gave Daelia one look, infinitely sad, and winked out again.

      Left hand on the steering wheel, Daelia sat there for a moment. Considered her next steps. She really needed to get Ginger inside, on one of the vehicle lift racks. Give her a proper examination. But Daelia would have preferred Dad to be there for that. And she didn’t trust herself right now.

      The weekend had left her absolutely wiped.

      Plugging the abiota back into her sustainment charger, Daelia gave her one last pat. “Get charged back up,” she said. She didn’t like the low battery light she could see, blinking in the car’s dash. “I’ll get a space prepped inside for you tomorrow.”

      The fox appeared for another moment, curled up on the hood. She gave a sleepy yawn. Then nothing.

      The 4 o’clock news was on in the upstairs kitchenette when Daelia came back in. Had she left it on? She couldn’t remember. Her head felt like it had been stuffed with cotton. It had been like that all day. Between the weekend and that final terrifying race through the city, she was bone-tired. Maybe that was why she wasn’t making any headway with the sustainment unit.

      Food was a good idea, she decided. Food, and sleep, and come at it in the morning fresh.

      But all that went by the wayside when she realized what was playing on the monitor.

      The local news stream was going over the chase. Her chase, hers and Dingo’s. That final frantic scramble down Washington Street.

      Only they were reviewing the wrong part of the bayou park. That was Dingo, sure, and it even looked like her, running out, but they were headed west instead of east. And in the next shot, where a cop was being interviewed in front of a wall of caution tape and AR jammers, it was…

      It wasn’t where she’d stopped.

      It was the wrong bridge.

      “Huh,” she said to herself, staring at it for a moment. Why would the news footage be wrong? And how? Whoever had spoofed the feed had done a damn good job. It looked real. But why? What was the significance?

      Had Emily known?

      Had Emily been trying to tell her?

      Daelia shook herself. The main show was off now, on a commercial. Cirque de Synthétique. They were in town this week. Good for them.

      The footage was showing the wrong bridge.

      The cops were searching the wrong section of the park.

      The kugu…

      “Raijinn?” Daelia said, pulling up her messaging app. “If anybody from the base comes by, tell them I had to step out.”

      Of course. Should I tell them where?

      The kugu might still be there.

      “No. No. Don’t tell them anything.”
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        * * *

      

      Ginger was in no shape for a drive.

      Instead, Daelia took Dingo. A mistake, she realized, as soon as she got him out on the highway. He was in a bad mood, frustrated that his quarry had gotten away from him last night, and the evening weekday traffic only aggravated him further.

      When he realized where they were going, right around the time she steered him off the exit into the Washington area, he became downright hostile. Fought her all the way to a parking space. It took all her skill with him to keep him in line.

      The cops were indeed staged out of the same lot where she’d stopped the night before, so Daelia opted for one of the street-side pull-ins a block or so away and hoped Dingo wouldn’t get punchy. She engaged the mechanical brakes just in case, the ones he couldn’t mess with, and grabbed a flashlight.

      Darkness was falling as she made her way back down the path, to the tangle of overpasses and bridges where the kugu had fled last night. She saw no evidence that the cops had been through here at all.

      They hadn’t faked the footage, then.

      So who did?

      Bats were streaming out into failing daylight as Daelia climbed up to where the kugu had self-destructed. The flutter of so many wings stirred up a light breeze in the otherwise still, heavy air. It stank. She wrinkled her nose. Tried to ignore it. Focus on the climb.

      The slope was littered with little bits of metal. Shards. Gears. Screws and pins. And up near the top, right where it had fallen, was the main body of the kugu. Blown out, sure, skin cracked and motive system clearly FUBAR, but intact.

      Whole.

      Sort of.

      Heart pounding, Daelia considered her options. Turning it into the cops, or NASA, was out of the question. No, no, she wanted to see the inside of this thing herself.

      The alien kugu was big though, almost six feet tall. Lifting one of the shattered arms experimentally, she realized it was heavy, too. No way she was going to pack it out of here on her own. And then, there was no guarantee it wouldn’t send off some kind of signal or have a homing beacon or something,

      And there was no way she was going to take it back to the Scrap House. Not right now. Not with the ACC incident investigation team inbrief scheduled for Wednesday.

      There was only one place she could—would—take this.

      And to get it there, she was going to need the quiet box. The big one.

      No way she was hauling that thing up this slope without some help.

      But who was she going to talk into helping her do that? It wasn’t like she had a surplus of friends. Raijinn couldn’t broadcast itself this far. Dad was still out of town. That left somebody at the unit, and most of them didn’t like her enough to help her hide a body from the cops, and they were all on duty right now anyway, and…

      Then she thought of something.

      “Aww, hell,” she muttered to herself.
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      Back in his Academy days, Argo hadn’t done a whole lot of drinking.

      Sure, military culture revolved around booze. Dining-ins. TDYs. Roll call at the Officers’ Club. Whatever random bullshit was happening at somebody’s house next Saturday night. Weddings—the last one of those Argo had been to, the squadron drank the bar dry. So sure, he’d consumed far more than his fair share of alcohol over the years.

      It had never really been Argo’s thing, though. He’d been too broke as a cadet to afford it, and then, after he’d left…

      He’d been too broke then, too.

      But he’d needed a drink last night.

      Needed it.

      Argo was still exhausted from the weekend. He’d had no plans to do anything that week besides eat, sleep, and unpack his house.

      Instead, he’d found himself glued to ByYou.

      The last of the old twenty-four-hour news networks had broken themselves years ago. Argo remembered his grandpa talking about how the whole thing got established during the first Gulf War. Maybe it was appropriate that it had ended with the unmitigated insanity of the Five Days War. The old journalistic models simply hadn’t been able to keep up.

      In contrast, ByYou, with its billions of users and millions of video streams, had stepped into the gap. The video site provided crowdsourced event coverage and all the political commentary one could ever consume.

      There was so much of it, in fact, that news aggregators were essential. There was only so much information that the human mind could absorb in one go. The better aggregators kept commentary to a minimum, allowing the relevant individual streams to talk for themselves. An Omphalos site, ByYou’s premiere news aggregators were all overseen by Galatea herself and her extensive human fact-checking team.

      There were hundreds of other news streams though, run by anyone from college kids doing it as a hobby to organizations backed by old money and older names. Taken all together, Argo supposed it approximated the old twenty-four-hour cycle, albeit faster, cheaper, and usually, more entertaining. Biases were rated, as was accuracy, via algorithms that Galatea had always studiously provided, open source and searchable.

      Argo didn’t care about that sort of thing. The military had recommendations for channels that were supposedly vetted for content, and he had a few favorites of his own. But he wasn’t interested in other people’s opinions right now.

      He put Galatea’s main aggregate stream on and let it run.

      He also set up a bot on his laptop. Set to his own parameters.

      Looking for one thing.

      What the hell was going on up in orbit.

      His bot gave him a wide range of videos to choose from. NASA. The European Space Agency. Space Command. Gravipause. But none of them were saying anything of note.

      Argo had gotten so desperate to find something out, he’d actually pulled out his barely used VR visor and logged into Gravipause’s Hive server. The one they kept for employee families. Couldn’t just have a group ByYou page. Had to be a Hive server.

      If there was anything Argo hated, it was the Hive.

      The place had been empty though, which seemed incredibly suspicious.

      So he started calling. And calling. And calling.

      Finally, five hours into that, somebody finally answered.

      “Gravipause Resources Family Support, how may I help you?”

      “You can tell me what’s going on with my brother.”

      And that started another half hour of back-and-forth, apologies and transfers, bullshit and spin.

      It ended with a five-minute argument with somebody who swore up and down that everyone and everything was just fine. The arrival of the alien fleet had disrupted transmissions up in orbit, especially those within the mining archipelago, but don’t worry, Mister Irvington, your brother will be back in contact with you as soon as Port Aethera’s communications relays are adjusted to compensate for the alien fleet’s presence.

      Alien fleet.

      For fuck’s sake.

      Argo hung up.

      That was about the time he decided he needed a drink.

      Although Houston nightlife was highly mobile, with the hot spots moving around every six months or so, the Rice Military neighborhood was an oasis of stability. Even with the devastation wreaked on the Inner Loop by the Five Days War, that area had come through relatively unscathed. Tucked between the largest parks in the city, it had remained a popular place with young
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