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      First contact didn’t go as planned …

      Time Gate 8, one of humanity’s portals between the stars, has been overrun by a mysterious alien intelligence, and the planet Luddeccea is now cut off.

      Haunted by those she left behind, Commander Noa Sato is on a desperate mission to save her homeworld. Navigating the ancient Ark, she seeks a hidden gate that will transport her ship to Earth and the Galactic Fleet. But the Luddeccean system harbors dangers, and so does her crew.

      The only crew member she completely trusts is James Sinclair, but James doesn’t trust himself. He isn’t the man he once was. He has a hunger that is never sated, kills without regrets, and is fitted with extraordinary augments he doesn’t remember getting. Can James control his augments, or will they control him?

      In a future where almost all humans are augmented, James’s answer and Noa’s mission will determine the fate of the human race … and the enemy is already within the gates.
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      Kenji sat with his elbows on the conference table, head bowed over the “pho-toes” and “print-outs.” A Luddeccean Guard Intelligence agent rolled on his heels beside him. “Will that be all, sir?” It took a moment for Kenji to string the man’s words together. The darkened room smelled like old air and new carpeting, and it was filled with the din of the air recycler, arguing counselors, and other agents.

      “Sir?” said the LGI agent.

      Remembering the question, Kenji said, “Oh, yes, yes, I’m …” The word fine almost slipped from his lips but then his gaze fell on a picture of a civilian with a broken neck.

      “… This is what I need,” Kenji amended, turning the head of the small reading lamp beside him to focus on the picture. As the LGI agent withdrew, Kenji studied the print-out of the archangel’s victim, a train operator who had been killed by a blow to the neck. The victim had high levels of root in his system, obviously an addict. He couldn’t have been a threat. Why kill him?

      How could Noa align herself with a person who would do that?

      Shuffling through the papers, he found a picture of Dan Chow, who was now, according to intelligence, going by the name of “Ghost.” In the security camera pho-toe, “Ghost” was on a main street. His eyes were wide, he was visibly panting with exertion, and there was sweat on his brow. “Ghost” had built planet Luddeccea’s new ether-less supercomputer. At first Kenji had thought it was an amazing piece of engineering, smaller and more efficient than Kenji would have believed possible … but it had produced a malfunction in the defense grid at the most inopportune time. Ghost had to have programmed the shutdown of the grid before he’d been declared a fugitive. There was no way Dan could have accessed Luddeccea’s new mainframe after he went on the run … was there?

      Kenji’s hand shook so violently that the picture of Dan slipped from his fingers. He rifled through the other pho-toes and paused at a picture of Noa. She looked emaciated … why had she left the re-education center, where she could be fed, clothed, and safe?

      He flipped through a few more and came to a picture of the archangel. It was going by the alias of “Professor James Hiro Sinclair,” a wealthy Earther whose family owned a vacation cottage on Luddeccea. Sinclair had been in a serious accident a few years back. By all rights, he should be dead. Kenji shook his head. Noa wouldn’t know that, but “James” was too obviously augmented, his face too square and symmetrical—he looked like a sick, twisted parody of Timothy, Noa’s dead husband.

      A light flickered and the conversation around Kenji grew hushed. He looked up. A two-dimensional picture of Time Gate 8 was projected on a screen. Noa had always described the gates as looking like the bracelets made of jagged coral and shiny round beads that were so popular at Luddeccean beach towns. The jagged pieces were the ships docked along the outer rim of the station, and the beads set at regular intervals were the glowing nuclear fission-fueled generators that powered the gates. Many of the vessels parked along the rim had left, but the description still fit.

      Kenji took a shaky breath and had a sensation of vertigo. The improvised bomb he’d placed on the time gate had succeeded in cutting Luddeccea off from the wider galaxy ... just in time.

      The ethernet was made up of radio frequencies, microwaves, and lightbeams that conformed to the laws of Newtonian physics, except where there were time gates. Theoretically, there were other ways to transmit data that defied Newtonian physics completely. For centuries, researchers had been exploring quantum entanglement to avoid time paradoxes and other physical limitations to regular transmissions. Entangled particles were essentially “twins” that spun the same way no matter where in the universe they were. If messages could be encoded into the spin of these particles, radio frequencies, lightbeams, and even time gates would become unnecessary for data transmission. Matter—like interstellar dust, a planet, or even a sun—would be no obstacle. When quantum-based communication crossed from theory to practical application, the destruction of a time gate wouldn’t keep the intelligence aboard the gates from spreading mind-to-mind, host-to-host, in an instant. It was probably happening already in other systems. Kenji wiped his face and exhaled. Thanks to his sabotage, and the Luddeccean crackdown on the ethernet, Luddeccea was safe …

      Someone cleared his throat. Kenji looked up and noticed Premier Leetier and Admiral Salin standing in front of the display, their bodies projecting long shadows on the screen. The person in charge of the display zoomed into the reactors with a few clicks and Kenji’s heart stopped. Drones, blurry with motion, were buzzing around the part of the time gate Noa had dubbed beads.

      “Gentlemen,” the premier said. “It is as the encrypted data Mr. Kenji Sato deciphered predicted: Time Gate 8 is converting its nuclear reactors to weapons.”

      Whispered prayers to Allah and Yahweh rose around Kenji. In the shadows of the room several people made the sign of the cross. Kenji had known what Time Gate 8 had planned to weaponize, but hearing it confirmed was a shock. His heart beat faster, his skin grew cold and clammy.

      “Mister Sato, you were the one who first noticed the excess energy expenditure aboard Time Gate 8, and discovered and deciphered the communication between these ... entities. How long has the time gate been ... inhabited?” The question came from Counselor Karpel, the man who had suggested that the intelligence within the gate might have a sense of humor.

      In the slow, calm voice Kenji so admired, Premier Leetier replied, “As I’ve said before, our intelligence is uncertain, we—”

      “We need to know how long the gate has been inhabited,” Karpel interrupted. “If we’re going to deal with the threat appropriately. Do you at least have an estimate?”

      There were a few quick intakes of breath. Kenji glanced around and saw the counselor and military advisor shooting glances at one another. The man next to Karpel put his hand on the counselor’s shoulder and whispered, “Ivan, you’re out of line—”

      Ignoring his companion, Karpel turned in his seat so he was facing Kenji, and, voice rising, he dropped his fist on the table. “Mr. Sato, how long has the gate been possessed?”

      Kenji glanced at the premier. His face was as unreadable as a blank wall. Beneath the table Kenji balled his hands into damp fists. Should he answer or not? He’d hated his augments in so many ways. But now he wished he had them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Kenji sat cross-legged on the floor of his parents’ home, focused on schematics displayed in his visual cortex by his newly activated neural interface. Stretched out around him were the parts for a model hovercraft from Earth he and his older sister Noa had ordered. The model had been inspected by Luddeccean Customs so thoroughly that all 1,435 pieces were hopelessly mixed and damaged. Noa would be home in 3.5 minutes. She'd see the package and would try to put the hover together by looking at the pictures, not bothering to sort the pieces first. Kenji felt sweat prickle his brow.

      In his hands was a miniature cylindrical charge disperser wrapped in translucent plastic with a tiny circular read-out panel. It was smaller than his pinky finger and only half as wide. The metal for the timebands was not very conducive. A steady charge delivered along the circumference of the band by many dispersers was essential. He checked the read-out’s displayed symbol with the example in the schematic. This one was undamaged. He gently put it in a bin to separate it from the rest ... and then he had the oddest sensation, like a bug had landed inside his brain. It took him a moment to identify the annoying sensation: someone was calling him in the ether.

      He could ignore it. He should ignore it. He picked up another disperser.

      The caller’s ID flashed in his visual cortex: Charles Ko, another candidate from his province for the advanced mathematics seminar for secondary students in Prime.

      He could ignore it. He should ignore it. He squinted at the disperser's read-out panel.

      The fly that was Charles’s call felt like it was dancing in place.

      Closing his eyes, Kenji focused on the bug. “Answer,” he said aloud. He was still new to the neural interface and had to speak aloud to focus his commands and thoughts. The bug dancing in place began to buzz around his brain.

      “Kenji?” Charles’s voice sounded as though it were coming from right next to his ear. No, that wasn’t quite accurate. It sounded like Kenji was standing next to a door that was slightly ajar and Charles’s voice was echoing from that other room.

      “What do you want?” Kenji asked, frustrated by the interruption and the vagueness of the sensations produced by the neural connection. Bugs. Other rooms. He shook his head.

      “Where will you be parking when you go to Prime for the entrance exam?”

      Kenji dropped the disperser to his lap. “I will not be driving. I am twelve. Like you. Why are you asking me this question?”

      “My mother doesn’t have your mother’s channel.”

      Staring at the schematic before him, Kenji’s nostrils flared and he felt a burning sensation in his chest.

      Charles’s thoughts intruded again. “Kenji?”

      “You need my mother’s channel?”

      “Yes.”

      Kenji took a deep breath. “Channels,” like so much of the colloquial ethernet terminology, was a misnomer. His mother did not receive an ether call over a “channel.” She received a call over several frequencies. With nearly 100 billion inhabitants in the galaxy, the frequencies were not unique to her. However, the way that data was encoded over those frequencies was unique to his mother. Each machine and human in the ether had an eighteen-digit identifier—their “channel.” His mother’s channel was like a box sitting open in his mind that Kenji could reach into at any time without calling up the identifier. With only a thought he should be able to take that box and share it with Charles. He tried to push it across the ether …

      “Kenji?” said Charles.

      With a grunt of frustration, Kenji realized he would have to read the six-digit number that denoted his mother’s frequencies, and the twelve-digit string of numbers and symbols that was her unique identifier to Charles aloud. Shutting off the digital schematic, he did so from memory.

      A different string of numbers played across his visual cortex. “That is my mom’s number,” Charles said. “Oh, and here’s my dad’s. I don’t know who’s driving me.” Another string of numbers appeared, and Kenji blinked. Charles was obviously better at utilizing his neural interface than Kenji was. Kenji memorized both of Charles’s parents' channel identifiers, not wanting to bother with a clumsy memorization app.

      “Are you excited?” Charles asked.

      “About what?” Kenji asked.

      “The exam? The chance to study with professors from Sol system?” Charles said. “Nebulas, I’m so keyed, and so nervous, I can’t sleep at night.”

      Kenji wasn’t excited. It wasn’t as though he didn’t want the opportunity; but his scores were so high, he was assured of passing the exam. Testing into the advanced mathematics seminar was a logical progression, like reaching the top of a flight of stairs. He had a feeling that was not the answer he was expected to give.

      “Yes,” he said finally, hating himself for the dishonesty. “I have to go now. I’m working.”

      “Right—”

      Kenji shut off the transmission. He breathed out a long sigh of relief, summoned up the schematics, and lifted the charge disperser. The symbol on the read-out panel was different. He put a finger beneath the symbol key on the schematics … and his finger passed right through what was only an illusion in his visual cortex, like a floater in his eye after staring at the sun. He almost threw the disperser across the room. But then he heard footsteps, too quick to be his mother or younger sister, and too light to be his older brother or father. Noa was home. He pulled the disperser closer to his stomach, as though protecting it would somehow prevent the chaos that would erupt as soon as she entered the room.

      She burst through the door a moment later. “It came!” she cried, smiling very wide, her teeth white against her ebony skin. The emotion reading apps recently implanted in his brain went into high gear, triggering a response. He felt happy when she smiled … which was ridiculous. She was about to make the mess made by Customs a thousand times worse.

      Her smile vanished, and Kenji’s app-generated moment of happy empathy did, too. It felt like the sun had gone behind a cloud.

      “Did the Customs agents do this?” she said, dropping to her knees across from him and putting a hand to her mouth.

      An app in his mind told him that she was feeling the same way he had when he’d seen what Customs had done. He should be telling her not to touch anything; instead, he found himself smiling in response. He looked down hastily, to get away from the distraction of her emotions. “Yes,” he said.

      Noa snorted, something the ladies at church called “unladylike.”

      “You’d think they thought we’d ordered a sex ‘bot.”

      Kenji nearly choked and he felt his face flush.

      “Well, we better organize the pieces,” Noa said, putting her hands on her thighs, drawing Kenji’s attention to her fingers. They were like the rest of her, long, slender, and graceful. Her hands were steadier than his, her eyes very sure. He tended to drop things, and his hands tended to shake.

      “What?” said Kenji in shock, her words catching up to him.

      “We better organize the pieces,” Noa said, nodding. “Isn’t that something you would say?”

      His sister did not organize things; she organized people. She’d instigated many a hoverbike race among the local teens, much to the consternation of the elders of the community and the frustration of the young men who’d thought to beat her. His sister was obsessed with being a pilot in the Galactic Fleet and had been since he could remember. She didn’t just practice hover piloting, she studied it. He doubted the boys in their province played the Formula One Hover Grand Prix in slow motion in their hologlobes and asked their little brothers to explain the geometry behind the optimal arc for tight turns.

      “It is something I would say, but not you,” Kenji replied.

      Noa nodded again. “You’re right. But I have to change. Pilots have to be meticulous. I will become meticulous.”

      She had been keeping her room oddly tidy lately. The set of her jaw … his apps told him that it was determined.

      “I have to get out of here, Kenji,” she whispered.

      He knew that, too. Noa was like him; she didn’t fit. Kenji was “too smart for his own good,” and even with apps, he “had trouble reading situations,” and “got too strident with his ideas.”

      Noa was, in the words of the church gossips, a “handful,” and “a bad girl.” The latter label was particularly strange, as “a bad girl” implied she engaged in promiscuous behavior. In Kenji’s observation, Noa was the least promiscuous member of her peer group. His father always said, “Noa scares the boys away.”

      “Tell me your organization system,” Noa said. “I know you have one.”

      Of course he did. He explained it, and saw her eyes glaze over as she pulled out her own schematics. For a while they worked together in companionable silence, and then Noa asked, “Who were you talking to before I came in?”

      “Charles Ko,” he said. “He is applying for the advanced mathematics program in Prime.”

      Dropping her hands to her lap, Noa smiled at him. “I’m so glad you have a friend now. Isn’t talking mind-to-mind in the ether wonderful?”

      Kenji huffed at the colloquialism. “The ether does not let us talk mind-to-mind; the transmitters in our skulls are limited to a very small number of frequencies. We send our thoughts to the time gates and satellites that decrypt them and then re-encrypt them for the frequencies and encryption of the neural interfaces of the person we are connecting to.”

      “Well, I love it,” Noa said, smiling and squinting at a disperser. His apps told him she was bemused. “It’s great to be able to instantly talk with other kids anywhere in the galaxy.”

      Kenji exhaled. That wasn’t an accurate description. The time gates sent data in continuous streams, and it was possible to have an ether conversation in real-time with anyone near a time gate. But a call to anyone not close to a gate, like Luddeccea’s nearest neighbor, Libertas, was limited to the speed of light.

      He took a deep breath and let the affront to precision pass. Noa, in Kenji’s father’s opinion, had taken to the ether like a ptery to the sky and made many new friends across the inhabited systems. He’d heard his mother say that it had improved Noa’s confidence and made her happier.

      “Don’t you like the ethernet?” Noa asked, squinting at another disperser.

      Kenji licked his lips and attempted to be humorous. “It’s buggy.”

      Noa straightened. “It isn’t buggy. The time gates and satellites sweep every frequency that reaches them for signs of encoded bugs. The only way you could get a serious virus would be by accepting a data chip from a stranger … or … or … hard-linking!”

      Kenji blushed again—talking about putting a cable between his brain and a girl's with his sister was as uncomfortable as her mention of a sex ‘bot. He was also a bit crestfallen that his joke hadn’t gone over well. He cautiously looked up at her face, silently praying, ‘Please don’t ask if I’ve ever thought about hard-linking or sex ‘bots.’ Her brow was furrowed; her nose was slightly wrinkled. Kenji’s apps told him she was indignant, annoyed, and even a little afraid.

      Raising her hands and shaking them as though conducting some inner orchestra, Noa continued, “The worst anyone has gotten from the ether is a headache—in over one hundred years! One hundred years!”

      And suddenly, his joke didn’t matter anymore. “Why hasn’t there been a serious ethernet virus in over a hundred years?” Kenji asked.

      Noa rolled her eyes. “I already told you, because the time gates receive the frequencies first. They scrub them for any sign of malicious code.”

      “But Noa, humans are smarter than time gates.” Human brains were the best processors in the galaxy; to be as powerful as a human brain, a computer would have to be as large as a small moon, and would need to be powered by a nuclear reactor. Kenji looked down and blinked, summoning up the volume of the time gate’s computers; it wasn’t as large as that … but the gates were powered by nuclear reactors. The large time gates, like Luddeccea’s, had more than one.

      “Computers can be smarter than humans at specific tasks,” Noa parried.

      Kenji’s head jerked. “But human minds, especially human minds working together, should be able to outsmart a computer, even one that is so highly specialized.” Especially with non-ethernet based apps to do the tasks humans were normally slower at. Kenji was gifted at mathematics, but he looked forward to having his computational app installed and learning to use it properly so he wouldn’t have to enter large sums into an external computational device. He suddenly had an inspiration. “A virus that had pieces passed from several minds at once, coming together in the gate, could join and—”

      “Maybe no one wants to cause that sort of virus. Even here on tech-a-phobic Luddeccea.” Sitting back, Noa frowned and crossed her arms.

      Inclining his head, Kenji stared at her. He knew that look—even without apps. She was wrong and she knew it.

      She looked at the floor and frowned. “All right, well, all the people who have done it have gotten caught. But the last one was years ago, and lots of investigators and computer scientists went up and they checked the hardware and the software, and they fixed it! There hasn’t been even a minor virus in a long time; they’re happening less and less!”

      And that, Kenji had to concede, was definitely true.

      Noa looked at a place in the air between them. “I’m calling up the schematics for this hover again,” she said, and her eyes became glazed as the schematic playing in her visual cortex was revealed to her but not to him.

      The conversation was over. But Kenji’s mind was still on the question. Why hadn’t a major ethernet virus outbreak occurred in over a hundred years?
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      Standing from his seat, Counselor Karpel barked, “I’ll ask you again, how long has the time gate been under alien control?”

      Kenji rolled back in his seat. “A hundred years at least,” he whispered.

      “We do not know. That will be all, Mr. Sato,” said Premier Leetier.

      The Luddeccean Intelligence agent who’d left Kenji's side a few minutes ago was back again, silently hovering beside him.

      “If it has been as long as Mr. Sato has suggested, then why suddenly begin this weaponization now?” Karpel demanded. “Could it be that it feels threatened? If it does, perhaps we could negotiate—”

      Someone hissed. Counselor Zar said, “We cannot negotiate with an abomination! It would be better to let it nuke one of our cities!”

      There were murmurs of assent around the table. Kenji’s stomach sank and he felt like he might vomit again. But he agreed with Zar. It ... they ... had been waiting all this time for humanity to become complacent, more ether-dependent, and more vulnerable. If the intelligence had caught the Luddeccean Central Authority unprepared with an ethernet shutdown, there could have been panic. As it was, the Luddeccean Authority had been able to organize and shut down the ethernet on its own timetable.

      The lights in the room slowly brightened. The projection snapped off. Leetier steepled his fingers and said, “There will be no negotiations.”

      Kenji exhaled in relief. He heard others do the same. But Karpel stood up and half-shouted, “My constituents here on Prime will be the first target. Four million people in this capital! You’re willing to sacrifice them?”

      “Be seated, Ivan,” Premier Leetier said. Kenji glanced up. He couldn’t read any emotions in Leetier’s face. But Karpel sat down.

      “We have decided to initiate Mister Sato’s plan to apprehend the archangel and use it as a bargaining chip. As Mr. Sato so astutely noted, the entities have gone to great lengths to keep their agent in one piece.”

      Kenji swallowed. He had to be right in that analysis. Everything was hinging on the time gates seeing value in the archangel.

      Premier Leetier looked around the room. “Our Luddeccean Guard is still entangled locally and cannot be sent en masse to pursue the Ark.”

      At the Premier’s words, angry murmurs erupted.

      “But we do have another option,” he added. The room quieted as men in the gray uniforms with green piping that identified them as Luddeccean Intelligence got up from the table and walked over to form a line on either side of the premier and the admiral. They stood with their heads high, feet apart, arms behind their backs. Kenji’s eyes roved down the line and stopped at the man standing closest to the admiral. The agent’s forehead glinted in the light. He had a metal exo-skull. Kenji’s eyes fell to the man’s feet. His uniform was cut off at the knees. Instead of feet, he had smooth bands of metal. Kenji inhaled sharply—the man was an amputee, one who had forsworn computer-aided augmentation and instead chosen the purity of etherless steel. The man turned his head, and Kenji could see that he did have a port, but it was jammed with a polyfiber screw, making him untouchable in the ether.

      The premier nodded at the admiral, and Salin began to speak. “The Ark is in need of repairs. She will be forced to either dock or conduct them in open space. When she stops, Luddeccean Intelligence will find her and capture the archangel … unharmed.”

      The man with the exo-skull lifted his chin. “If I may, I have a few questions for the council.”

      Leetier nodded once, and then the admiral said, “You may proceed.”

      Turning to the room at large, his metal skull plate glinting in the low light, the agent said, “We have been told we have to apprehend this … archangel … but not what he is.”

      There were murmurs around the room. Kenji blinked and then he heard someone say, “Impertinence.”

      Zar, a hardliner and a “True Believer”, said, “It’s the devil himself you’re dealing with.”

      There were some sounds of assent but also a few choking noises. The Luddeccean Authority was split between those who believed the menace in the time gates was supernatural and those who didn’t follow the Luddeccean philosophy but recognized the very real threat that the time gates represented.

      The agent’s jaw hardened. “I need more to go on than that.”

      “Djinn!” someone shouted. “They’ve crossed back over.”

      Kenji felt a prickling irritation beneath his skin at the mention of the ancient myth of djinn, “energy beings” who had been locked out of the world of humans.

      “The man is half-metal himself, how can we trust him?” someone else said, and Kenji felt himself go hot at the injustice. This “half-metal” man had sacrificed being normal to be part of the cause, and now he was going to put his life on the line for these people who denigrated him. Kenji put his hand to his face. Supernatural, alien, or other … the origins of the archangel didn’t matter. The devil might be in the details, but details weren’t what the agents needed to fight him. They needed to know the bigger truth.

      Kenji focused on a point on the screen, unable to meet the agent’s eyes. Taking a sharp breath, Kenji said, “I can tell you what the archangel is.”
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      Noa was aware in a distant way that there was a floor below her, that the timefield bands still pulsed, that the air ducts were pumping oxygenated air into her cabin aboard the Ark. But her senses had shrunk down to just the moment. Her body was entwined with James’s. They were fully clothed, their arms around each other, and James’s forehead was resting on hers. Innocuous … and not. The weight of him, the way he smelled, the muscles beneath fabric—it made the moment heavy and her skin heat despite the ambient chill. She felt both weightless and heavy, as though she was displaced in time, as though time was moving too fast and too slowly at once. It had been so long since she’d felt like this.

      Across the hard-link straddling the distance between their temples, the charge of his emotions was making her hallucinate. They were a supernova—exploding inward instead of out. It was an effort to breathe ... and it was perfect. She could feel the brush of his breath against her face and felt her eyes slipping shut, but she still saw light in her mind.

      … And then it ended. The cabin was startlingly cold. Noa was staring at the groove in James’s neck just above the collar of his shirt.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked before she even knew; she was only aware that every hair on the back of her neck was standing on end.

      “Noa, what is—” his voice was cut off by a trembling beneath their feet. The arms around her back tightened, she felt him looking up, even as she looked down. All her attention was on that tremor; she couldn’t have turned her mind away from it if she’d tried. It was a hard-won instinct.

      “Timebands—something’s wrong—the field isn’t holding,” she said, or maybe she only spoke the words into his mind.

      “What can I do?” James asked.

      She yanked out the hard-link and with the barest hint of intent her well-trained apps started plugging in the codes for the ship’s local ethernet that Ghost, her Chief Computing Officer, had set up. She was on the shared channel in milliseconds. “Gunny, Chavez, start powering down the timefield.” Ghost hadn’t set up ether control of the systems, but he had basic ship data available on the general channel. She mentally accessed the Ark’s current velocity: .47C, a little less than half the speed of light.

      “Yes, Commander!” Chavez said, her thought broken by a shearing noise.

      Before Noa could order James out of the way, he’d gone to the door’s controls and opened it. She stumbled and pitched forward as gravity abruptly increased. James was at her side in an instant, holding her up, his augmented strength evidently allowing him to keep his feet—but the time bubble that kept the ship safe from the worst paradoxes of lightspeed was bursting—even James’s augments couldn’t protect him from that much longer.

      “That’s enough, Chavez!” Noa said. For a moment she stood trapped by the fluctuating gravity, her stomach roiling, only keeping her feet because James was holding her aloft. She met his eyes and the moment felt more intense than the kiss they’d almost shared. He had always been there when she needed him, somehow from the very beginning … she thought of Oliver, the little boy he’d jumped into incoming fire to save. He’d complain loud and long that she was an idiot, and grumble about sticking his neck out … but he always came through. Gravity stabilized, and Noa pulled away with a mumbled, inadequate “thanks.”

      Falling into step beside her, he asked, “Where can I be most helpful?”

      “Stay with—” me, she almost finished. But the ship rocked so violently, and gravity reoriented so quickly that Noa was thrown against the wall, her back connected to the hard surface with jaw-rattling force. She rolled her head in James's direction. Pressed against the wall himself, his eyes met hers.

      “This is normal in a power-down sequence?” he asked.

      “Ummm … sure,” Noa lied, still pinned in place by gravity, giving James a calm commander’s reassurance to a civilian.

      James raised an eyebrow, and Noa swallowed just before gravity released them, and both of them sprung from the wall.

      “Okay, it’s not normal,” Noa said, and it was a relief to be able to tell the truth. She opened the door to the access tunnel. “You'd better go to Engineering … the grav shift may have knocked something over and—”

      “I can lift heavy things,” he said. His face was stoic, but his avatar bloomed in her mind across the ether, smiled, and winked.

      And when had he become the one to wink and smile in the face of danger? She hadn’t meant to say that aloud, but James responded dryly, “You’ve obviously corrupted me.” And Noa felt her lips twist up in a smile of her own.
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      A few moments later, climbing up the access tunnel, she wasn’t smiling anymore. “What is that ensign doing?” Noa hissed as she ascended the ladder, concentrating hard on the three-fingered grip of her left hand. Power-down was the first thing new pilots learned. Chavez should have been able to manage it from .47C.

      Over the ether, James said, directly to her channel, “You’ll figure something out.” Noa bit her lip, grateful for the reassurance, even though she hadn’t meant to think out loud. She always needed someone to talk to, didn’t she?

      “I nearly gave myself away in a corpse wagon by talking to myself,” she grumbled aloud.

      The ship rocked, her left hand slipped, and she was pressed against the wall hard. A squeak and a shape streaking toward her from above made her look up. Throwing out an arm, she caught the- weasel-like shape of Carl Sagan, the ten-legged white werfle she’d found on the streets of Prime. He curled around her neck, purring loudly in her ear.

      “Too much, Chavez!” Noa shouted over the ether.

      “Yes, Commander,” Chavez said. The ship stabilized a bit, and putting her hand on the next rung up, she whispered, “I’ll talk to you, Carl Sagan.” Talking to James was a bad idea. Nebulas, she’d almost asked him to come with her to the bridge. He’d be useless there. So would Carl Sagan, but it wasn’t as though the werfle would be more useful anywhere else. “So you know, this power down isn’t normal.” Even for a timeband malfunction.

      The werfle gave a nervous-sounding squeak. Noa mentally counted the rungs to the bridge opening … five more to go. In the tight space, she could smell dust, grease, Carl Sagan, and the scent of James clinging to her clothing. Holding her breath, expecting gravity to give again at any moment, she scrambled up the ladder. Seconds later, Noa threw open the hatch and climbed up into the bottom of the circular stairwell of the bridge. Taking the steps up to the pilot and gunner chairs three at a time, she was directly beneath the obloid glass dome of the Ark’s nose an instant later. Gunnery Sergeant Phillip Leung and Ensign Chavez were behind the cannon controls and piloting controls, respectively. The ship shook again, and Noa had just enough time to brace herself against their seats. Chavez’s prosthetic legs creaked, the squeal of the hull split her ears, and claws of ten little werfle paws dug into her neck.

      “Commander, are you alright?” Gunny asked, turning his rather large bulk impressively fast, looking ready to jump up and lend a hand. She waved him back.

      “I’m nearly in engineering,” Lieutenant Manuel, her chief engineer, said over the ether as Noa slipped into the pilot chair.

      “Power her down again, Ensign,” Noa said, watching the vast expanse of archaic dials and screens mounted in front of her. On a newer ship, the controls would be concealed and only used for backup if human-to-ship ethernet was disabled.

      Chavez drew back on several dials in quick succession. There was another sickening squeal from the hull. The indicator lights didn’t even flicker. Noa felt her heart beating against her ribs.

      “It doesn’t sound right,” the ensign said, blowing air out of her mouth and sending a wild red curl flying.

      Noa addressed her engineer over the ether. “Manuel, I think we’ve got a short in the charge disperser ring behind one of the timebands.”

      “I think you’re right,” Manuel replied.

      “Commander,” Chavez said, “I don’t know how to power down the other bands without feedback! The controls … I can’t tell which band is frying!”

      Noa’s eyes slid over the light displays in front of her. What a bloody, ancient, lizzar-excrement excuse for technology. Without being able to tell which band was shorting, or even what level of power it still had circulating through it, powering down the other bands was nearly impossible.

      Her thought process was interrupted by an urgent mental dispatch from Ghost. “Fire in cabin twenty-three.”

      Noa ducked her head beneath the instrument panel, looking for a dangling wire, a spark, anything to explain the malfunctioning gauges, and stifled a curse. Everything looked fine.

      “I’m on that deck,” James replied over the ethernet.

      “The fire extinguisher—” Ghost began. His voice piped into Noa’s mind, but he also chose to pipe it over the intercom.

      “I already found it,” said James over the ethernet. “I’m in the cabin.” James piped an image of the outer wall of the cabin over the general frequency. The plastic of the wall was blackened and melting in a regular pattern.

      “There’s where our charge dispersers are fried,” Manuel said. One mystery was solved, but Noa’s stomach turned to cold lead as the hull screamed again. Pulling herself back up, she strapped herself into the pilot chair, barely aware of the werfle still on her shoulders.

      “Commander?” said Chavez. “How can we power down without the gauges?”

      Noa hadn’t any idea, so she said the first thing that came to mind. “We do it by ear.”

      “By ear?” Ghost roared in her mind and over the comm. And then his voice rose in pitch. “Next cabin over! Another fire!”

      “On my way,” said James, and Noa’s stomach twisted.

      To Chavez, Noa said, “Turn that comm off, I can’t hear with it on.” Internally, she turned down Ghost’s voice in her mind. Her hands hovered over the dials and she gulped.

      Hastily obeying, Chavez said, “You can power down timebands by ear?” The incredulity in her tone was only slightly less thick than Ghost’s.

      Gunny said some words in Arabic that sounded suspiciously like a prayer.

      The hull screamed. It was now or never. Without looking at the indicators in front of her, Noa slowly slid the rectangular knobs that controlled the bands down their track until the metal screech became a groan again … and then it became a roar. She hastily, but gently, readjusted the dials until the hull was only moaning.

      “Sure,” she said, not about to show her unease to Chavez or the crew, comforting herself with the knowledge that powering down by ear could theoretically be done.

      The noise in the hull was rising in pitch, so she slid the rectangular knob a little further down the track. The screech was becoming a groan again, and Noa eased up. Adjusting the knobs, she said, “Don’t you remember your Luddeccean preschool teachers? Anything that can be done by machine can be done by man?” She powered down too quickly and the ship’s groan rose in volume again. She readjusted the dial, the stress on the hull becoming a low rumble.

      She felt sweat drying inside her uniform, leaving her cold where Carl Sagan wasn’t keeping her warm. Again and again she repeated the cycle. She waited for the ear splitting, heart-stopping squeal of the hull that sounded too much like death, gradually moved the dials until the squeal became a groan, and readjusted them before the groan became a roar.

      The ship was tracking the orbit of Adam’s Asteroid Belt just below the ecliptic plane of the system, and as the ship decelerated, the asteroids that had been a blur began to have shape and form. Their solidity began to give Noa hope that this just might work. Her confidence grew so much, she mentally checked the ether for the status of her crew members … and found James was gone. Noa felt an unfamiliar bite of panic, a sort of existential dread, a weight pulling her down … In her mind’s eye, she could imagine James burned, or suffocated. An explosion with a hull breach could suck him into space, or if the metal skeleton of the ship twisted inward …

      “Fire in Cabin 22 out for now. I’m moving back to Cabin 23.” James’s voice over the ether cut through her dark imaginings. The light of his location flickered on in her mind.

      Manuel spoke across the shared channel. “We lost you for a moment there, James.”

      Not sounding concerned at all, James said, “Maybe the heat damaged the ether hub in that location?”

      Manuel fell into a conversation with Ghost about improving the newly-minted local ethernet’s resiliency … Noa focused on the hull’s sounds of distress, but she left the channels to her crew open. She managed to bring the screech in the hull down to a low whisper.

      “It’s working!” said Chavez.

      One of the engineering student’s voices cracked over the ethernet. “The commander done good!”

      The groan of the hull rose in pitch, but with movements becoming practiced, Noa managed to turn a groaning of the hull into a low moan. Noa felt her body begin to relax. She almost smiled, imagining what a story this would be when they made it back to the Fleet. Powering down timebands by ear, of all the brilliantly idiotic ideas she’d ever had ...

      James’s light went out again, and the almost smile died before it was born. She felt a lump in her throat, an emptiness in her gut, and she was suddenly cold again. His light flashed on again. She turned off James’s light and hissed, angry at herself for the panic. “Slime of a bucket of blue-green algae.”

      “Commander, is everything alright?” Chavez said at the same instant Carl Sagan gave a startled squeak.

      … Which was the moment she realized she’d spoken aloud.
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      Unwrapping Carl Sagan from her neck, Noa sat at the bottom of the circular stairwell at the center of the bridge. Giving him a pat, she said, “Go find me some rats, Carl Sagan.” Giving a squeak, the werfle darted off. A moment later, he slipped down an air vent Noa hadn’t realized existed until his furry tail vanished between the grating bars.

      Noa’s eyes burned with too little sleep. It had been ten hours since she’d been in her cabin with James. She had manned the helm almost the entire time with only a little help from Manuel, sending Chavez down to rest. Now the ensign was back on the bridge, refreshed after a long nap, this time manning the deceptively named “aft cannons” with one of the engineering students. The name derived from where the cannons got their power—the main engines.

      Shaking her head, Noa tried not to think of how much sleep she’d missed … but at that non-command, her fried brain sent a signal to her chronometer apps, and they piped back that she’d had less than two hours in the past twenty-four, and only six hours in the past forty-eight. She restrained a groan, feeling her stimulants wearing off. The lift rose at the center of the stairwell, its walls slid away, and Manuel, Ghost, and James emerged and stepped off. Noa motioned for them to have a seat. Manuel and Ghost, her chief computing officer, sat down on the steps in front of her. James sat behind her, slightly to one side.

      “So can we repair the timeband and the charge dispersers that blew during the short?” she asked Manuel.

      “Yes, they can be repaired,” said Manuel.

      “They can,” Ghost asserted; he’d been drafted into engineering for this crisis. He had a knack for it, apparently, and they were short-staffed.

      Relief unwound inside her. Things didn’t seem so dark as they had just moments before. Smiling, she rubbed her eyes and heard James shift behind her. Hours ago he’d told her, “There are too many coincidences, Noa. We both know the same dead language; I found you in the snow using a frequency that should be secure; I knew your name, your age … your rank.” What he hadn’t commented on was that he was the spitting image of Timothy, her deceased husband. Maybe his not knowing that one coincidence was what made her not care how he was tied up in the Archangel Project. They both were, but neither of them knew how. She thought of the way his emotions had flooded the hard-link and filled her mind with blinding white. That … had been extraordinary, and strange, but in a good way. For a moment, Noa was in that blinding white again.

      “Noa,” James said.

      Her name spoken over the ether made her start. Noa’s eyes bolted open, and she dropped her hands and sat up straight. Oh, Lord, had she just about fallen asleep, sitting in a staff meeting? She’d heard of it happening when stims wore off—heard of surgeons passing out in operating theaters, too. The shock gave her a brief burst of focus, and she realized that Manuel and Ghost were both frowning.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” she asked, trying to play off the depth of her exhaustion and resisting the urge to lean against James for support.

      Wiping his own face, Manuel said, “We’re fortunate that the Ark was designed for deep space travel and has a very well-equipped shop in case something like this happened. We can fix the timeband and the charge dispersers connected to it.”

      Nostrils flaring, Ghost spat out, “But it will take up to two months.”

      Noa sucked in a breath with a hiss. That had been her timetable for getting to the Kanakah Cloud and summoning the Fleet through the hidden time gate. Two months was turning into four months. How many people had died in the “re-education camp” in the days since she’d been there? She willed the bile rising in her throat to stay down.

      “We have no choice,” Noa said, pulling herself to her feet. She felt heavier than normal, but internal apps told her that the gravity aboard the ship had not changed. Trying not to appear tired, she snapped her hands behind her back. “We’ll need to send you out in suits to disengage the band from the hull.”

      Standing, Manuel nodded, his non-regulation hair flopping in front of his eyes. The lieutenant had been retired when she’d brought him into this mess. Not brought him, she reminded herself; he’d volunteered to save the life of his little boy—and he’d lost his wife in the process. She took in the dark circles under his eyes; he needed sleep as much as she did. Her eyes traveled to Ghost. He didn’t look much better than Manuel.

      “We’re sitting ducks out here,” Ghost grumbled.

      Noa looked up. Her gaze traveled through the dome above, made of a centis-thick non-reflective, nearly indestructible glass-like compound. Outside, Noa could see the deep black shadows of the asteroids, the bright gray and brown where sunlight fell upon their craggy surfaces, and the far-off velvet of stars and vacuum. The asteroid belt in this system was much denser than the belt between Mars and Jupiter. Noa had charted a course as close to it as she could, for the protection the asteroids gave them from Luddeccean sensors. Another route would have been shorter, but now she was glad she’d erred on the side of caution.

      “We’ll begin preparations after a sleep cycle,” Noa said.

      Ghost’s mouth opened, but before he could protest, Noa said, “No one is space walking without sleep.”

      “The longer we stay here, the more likely we’ll be sighted!” Ghost protested.

      “Baka!” Noa roared, fortunately only over the ethernet connection James had opened between them. It was the Japanese word for “fool.” Ghost’s eyes flickered in her direction … was he listening in, or was it just coincidence? He’d set up the ship’s ether, and he probably could read transmitted thoughts if he wanted, though it would be vulgar to eavesdrop. Noa smiled grimly, remembering the dismembered sex ‘bots he’d had in Luddeccea. She shook her head. The man’s face didn’t show any expression at her outburst; even if he was listening, he probably didn’t understand Japanese.

      “We need him,” James answered back in the same language.

      He was right—they needed Ghost for the Ark’s ancient systems. Smiling as sincerely as she could, Noa said, “Ghost, you and Manuel … You’re too valuable to lose, Ghost.” She hoped repeating his name twice in a sentence would suffice in making him feel special. It was all she could manage in her current state of sleep deprivation and annoyance.

      Ghost’s shoulders softened, but he scowled when he said, “Yes, Commander.”

      It was as much as she expected. Giving a curt nod, she said, “Dismissed.”

      As the engineer and the programmer headed to the lift, James stepped to her side. “Do you need me?” he asked.

      Yes, she wanted to say. But he smelled like smoke and fire retardant, and now that she had him up close, she could see soot on his face and clothing. Shorts and fires had kept him on the lower deck for hours. She blinked and reached across the ethernet. “Are you alright?”

      His eyes fell heavy on her lips, but then returned to hers. Looking away, he shifted on his feet. “I’m hungry,” he said aloud.

      “So you’re normal for you,” she chided. “We’re lucky that this ship is stocked with enough rations for a trip to Time Gate 7.” The Ark had been kept stocked and operational because the Republic required every colony to have a certain number of evacuation vessels prepared for emergencies. Noa was beginning to suspect that the Luddeccean Authority had a loose definition of “operational,” but there were stores enough for a seven lightyear trip to the next inhabited system.

      James put a hand to his chest and looked heavenward. “Hopefully, it will be enough.” His tone was completely serious, but he sighed dramatically and dropped his gaze back to her, raising an eyebrow.

      At the cannon, Chavez snorted.

      Noa grinned. Walking with him to the lift, she called back, “Chavez, you have the bridge. Bo—”

      The engineering student bounced around in his seat. Noa remembered that of the four students from his shop, Bo had been the one who wanted to join the Fleet. At the moment he looked like an overeager puppy. “Yes, Commander?” he asked.

      “Help keep Chavez awake.”

      His shoulders fell.

      “And let me know if you see anything out there.”

      “Yes, Sir!” he said, more happily.

      “Yes, Sir,” said Chavez, with more restraint.

      Noa stepped onto the lift platform, James beside her. Moments later the lift slid down the tube and the sides and ceiling slid above them like a flower in reverse bloom. Her eyes slipped to James … his gaze was already on her … but then flicked up to a camera. They weren’t alone here, and without a hard-link, even their thoughts in the ether might not be private.

      Noa was so tired, James appeared to shimmer, like she was looking at him through waves of heat. “Go eat,” Noa said when the lift stopped and the door opened.

      “Go sleep, Commander,” James said, and she realized she hadn’t moved. Feeling the burn behind her eyes again, she looked down the lonely hall. The ship had been home to children once, and the walls were decorated with their drawings. She didn’t want to look at those cheerful etchings or travel down that long hallway; she wanted to collapse right where she was.

      “Commander?”

      “I know where to find you,” she said—or maybe thought. Stepping into the hallway, she tried to walk in as straight a line as possible to her door. “Right,” she muttered, nonsensically at the sound of the lift door closing behind her. It gave her an odd feeling of emptiness in her chest, but a few minutes later, the sight of her bed was like finding an oasis after days in the desert.

      She shuffled forward and belly flopped onto the mattress. Rolling up the covers around her, she smiled and slipped into sleep.

      A familiar voice whispered, “So much better than the camp.”
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      Blinking, Noa rolled over and saw her friend Ashley from the re-education camp, lying on her side beside her. Ashley’s pale skin was flushed and healthy, her hair had grown back, and it was even redder than Noa imagined it would be.
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