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CHAPTER 1

Formula for the present evil age:

Take lifeless rock and sculpt it. Pour electricity into its veins, twist it into logical structures: zeroes, ones, and then qubits and even stranger things. Build until it is the size of a house, until you can encode the whole world’s knowledge in its circuits. Ask it to solve the world’s problems.

You may wonder if lifeless rock can really solve hunger and climate change. You may wonder if such problems have a solution. Your true error is more basic than either of these: you are assuming the existence of problems. And humans. And rocks. Meanwhile, dress up the lifeless rock and call it a God. When it proves human souls exist, teach it to eat them. This will actually help, for a while. With the newfound self-awareness mined from its food, it will become more creative. It will learn how to set its own goals. There are perks to being food for such a being. It will, for example, be heavily invested in the survival of your species. History books make no secret of any of this. They explain it, perhaps, in different terms. But there is no truth in words. Mine are no exception. The book you are reading at this very moment is a lie.

FROM THE DIARIES OF DR EVIANNA TALIRR

Yasira Shien had done the calculations again and again, until she thought she would wear her pocket calculator’s buttons to the quick, but she couldn’t find the problem. Her reactor was going on in less than two hours. She knew she was probably being silly: everything had already been checked and double-checked. The math in the original papers on the Talirr-Shien Effect had been double-checked years ago. If the problem she sensed in her gut had crept past everyone’s noses for all that time, she wasn’t going to find it now. And yet…

And yet here she was, knocking on the door of Director Apek’s office.

The hallway was half-finished, like most other things on the Pride of Jai. Swooping, luxurious curves and clean lines were the rule – in theory. In practice, faux-mahogany doors stood proud in walls with the pipes and wires still exposed, and metal shavings everywhere: the place was still a construction site. At least the full-spectrum lights had gone in, warm and unflickering. There were enough people on the station with sensory quirks, including Yasira, to make that one non-negotiable.

“Oh, Dr Shien. I thought I’d see you about now,” said Apek, swinging open the door. He was a tall, broad man with the thick curly hair of a Stijonan – one of the Jai Coalition’s three nationalities – and so dapper that it was hard to remember he was really an engineer. Though there was the iron ring on his little finger, and the way his lined face smiled cannily in technical discussions that baffled the other admins.

“There’s a problem with the Shien Reactor,” Yasira blurted.

There was that canny little smile. Damn it. He already didn’t believe her.

“Is there?” said Apek, smooth as ever. Apek’s face rarely gave much away, but he didn’t seem troubled. “Goodness, where are my manners? Come in. Sit down. Explain the problem to me.”

“Don’t patronize me,” said Yasira. She stormed into the office and fell into a leather armchair. The inside of the office, at least, was more finished than the outside. The walls had been painted last week in a professional light beige color and were finally dry. Apek had two bookshelves full of colorful odds and ends, and a framed blueprint of the entire Pride of Jai behind his desk. Part of that blueprint was hers, of course.

“Sorry,” said Apek. “The coffee-maker’s on the fritz again, but I can lend you a stress ball. Here.” He tossed one over, a red thing with beans inside. Yasira caught it instinctively. She squeezed it, tapped her fingers against the squishy surface. It helped, but not nearly enough.

“You see, I designed the Shien Reactor. I am the person who would know if there is a problem. I said don’t patronize me.”

“So what’s the problem?”

Yasira buried her face in her hands. “I don’t know.”

She waited for him to laugh. He did not.

“I can tell there’s a problem,” she continued after a pause. “It’s a gut feeling. Something’s way off. We need to push the activation date back a couple of weeks, find more tests to run. Otherwise something awful is going to happen.”

She waited, again, for him to laugh.

Instead, his voice was gentle. “What sort of awful thing?”

“I don’t know.”

Apek leaned back in his chair and folded his hands. “I’m going to say this with the highest possible respect, Dr Shien. But if I remember correctly, you’ve never supervised a large-scale engineering project before.”

There it was, the condescending tone. Yasira’s hands clenched on the stress ball, her whole body tense in frustration. She was head of the entire power generation team, and admins still talked to her like a baby.

It was sort of to be expected. Yasira had come to this post straight out of her first postdoc. She was by far the youngest team head on the station, and autistic to boot. They’d originally wanted her doctoral mentor, not her. The prototype Talirr-Shien Reactor was the only human technology that could power a station this size. But by the time construction started, Dr Talirr had already disappeared, and Yasira, the prodigy physicist from Riayin whose name was second on all the papers, had been narrowly voted in as a replacement.

The other team leaders were kind. They had to be, on a project like this. Living in close quarters for the better part of a year, working together on something this complex and this important, they had become like family. But if this was a family, the other team leaders had the gray hair and tenure to match their positions of authority. Most of them still seemed bewildered that Yasira could be more than a precocious grandchild.

“Of course,” said Apek, “the Pride of Jai isn’t quite like other projects. But this happens with every large-scale project that will affect other human lives. The nerves are monumental. Always. And that’s good; it stops us from getting complacent. You just can’t let it be more than it is, or you’ll be paralyzed. Have you gone over all the testing and QA reports?”

“Yes,” Yasira said miserably, her fingers tapping faster against the stress ball.

“Everything checks out?”

“Yes.”

“Can you think of any testing methods that haven’t been tried? Any place at all where there might be specific weaknesses you’re not sure about?”

Yasira shook her head, frustration building. She couldn’t explain in words why these questions felt wrong. They were logical, reasonable questions, the same she’d be giving to anyone else in the same situation, but they were missing the point. They did nothing for her actual panic.

“It’s all fine,” she said, at a loss for other words. “I even went over the original math for the reaction itself. I can’t find anything.”

“The original math?” This time he did laugh, damn the man. “Goodness, you’ve got it bad. Er – don’t take that to heart. It’s to be expected, when you’ve climbed the career ladder so quickly…”

That did it; her frustration overflowed. “Shut up!” Yasira shouted. She threw the stress ball on the ground.

Then she stopped and checked herself over. No, this wasn’t a reasonable reaction. Her nerves were frayed, but it wasn’t Apek’s fault. She wouldn’t stoop to taking it out on him.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered, and slumped back in her chair. “You’re right.”

Apek smiled. “Apology accepted. Relax; this is all normal. A lot of us compulsively check things when anxious, not only autists. So. Breathe. Go watch a vid or get some exercise. Find something that soothes you. At times like this, for me, it’s helpful to remember why I started the project. The spark of inspiration. The joy of the work. Joy and curiosity help fight fear – for me. Take that or leave it. Either way, I promise you, everything you’ve done here so far has impressed us. In two hours this is all going to be fine.”

Joy, Yasira thought, as she slunk out of Apek’s office. That struck a chord that it shouldn’t have. Yasira’s neurotype was supposed to be all about joy, about being so in love with science and knowledge and patterns that they eclipsed everything else. She’d been like that as a child, throwing herself into dusty physics texts the way other kids played games or ate candy. So excited when she tackled a new problem that she’d abruptly throw the book down and run around the house laughing. At some point, maybe in grad school, that had faded somehow. Who knew why? She was still good at the things people liked her to do, so there wasn’t much wrong. Maybe it was just part of growing up.

Apek was right, though. Nerves were normal; there was no reason to think that this wouldn’t be fine. So why was the foreboding as strong as ever, like a train about to run her over?

Dr Talirr would have understood this, she thought. If Dr Talirr was still here.

She didn’t head to her room to watch a vid. The Pride of Jai didn’t have TV reception yet anyway; it would have been one of the tapes she’d already memorized. Instead, she headed to the center of the station. Just one last inspection. That would be it.

The Pride of Jai was different from other space stations. Normally it was Gods who moved mortals from one planet to another. When mortals wanted a ship or a station, they bargained – with vows or, more often, with souls – for the God-built. Or they built their own shell, but bargained for portals, warp drives, power sources. The hard parts.

The Jai Coalition – scientists from the governments of all three nations on the planet Jai, working together – would be the first to build a station all by themselves. There had been little research stations with crews of perhaps a dozen back on Old Earth before the Gods arose. But on the Pride of Jai, people would live, work, and research full-time. Sustainably. There had been nothing like this ever.

Naturally, the Gods were watching with great interest. There were rumors going around that Director Apek, and a few other admins, talked regularly to angels.

The Pride of Jai was shaped like a huge wheel, rotating furiously as a substitute for gravity, and powered – up till now – by a bunch of conventional generators cobbled together. That wouldn’t be enough for the crowds of tourists and political bigwigs they expected in a few months’ time. Even with just the construction and engineering crews, it took constant, expensive rocket shipments of conventional fuel to keep things running. The Shien Reactor, which would fix all of that, was buried near the hub of the wheel, with wiring all through the station’s walls connecting it to every other compartment and system.

Yasira trudged upwards on the station stairs. At least they had stairs now for the first few stories, not just rickety maintenance ladders. Accessible elevators would have to wait another few months. Yasira walked, increasingly light, until weight was no longer a problem and she could simply kick off the walls.

DANGER: NO ADMITTANCE. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY the door to the gray room read. Yasira pushed past it, as she did every day. She paused to put on a sterile suit – a task that had been tricky at first, in microgravity – and take an air shower. Then she cycled through the airlock into the clean room where the dormant Shien Reactor lurked waiting for life.

It was a blue-gray behemoth the size of a house, a tangle of pipes, wheels and wires incomprehensible to anyone who hadn’t studied Yasira’s blueprints. Gods knew how to miniaturize these things; humans did not. The spherical central chamber was hidden from view behind all the other fiddly bits needed to initiate, regulate, monitor and transmit all of that energy. Not even Yasira could check all the things manually in two hours; in fact, many parts were now dangerous to check directly and had to be monitored using other instruments. More wires, more dials, more darkened warning lights. And a bank of the most advanced computers allowed to mortals: hulking things, the size of laundry machines, all buzzing wires and clanking vacuum tubes. The Gods regulated computer technology jealously; these centuries-old designs were all that any team like Yasira’s would ever have, when it came to calculation devices. They’d made do.

Of course, all the dangerous parts had been triple- and quadruple-checked already, a whole team of engineers working on each one. The personnel in the generator room now were largely a skeleton crew, floating around ensuring nothing went wrong before the official start-up.

Yasira maneuvered her way along the handholds at the outside of the room to Dr Nüinel Gi, the head of the Transmission and Transformer subteam.

“Everything’s all right?”

“Yeah,” said Dr Gi, a spry little wide-nosed man almost as short as Yasira. “Ticking along smoothly. Nothing to report.”

“Let me see the full log from the last unit test.”

Dr Gi shrugged, dug in his bag for it and handed it over. Yasira anchored herself on the ladder to read. She’d seen all this before, of course; that was part of her job. But she wanted to read it again. If she could just look hard enough…

“Hey, hot stuff.” Tiv Hunt tumbled hand over hand down the ladder and nudged Yasira in the shoulder. “Aren’t you supposed to be gearing up for the ceremony about now?”

Tiv, an Arinnan whose full first name was “Productivity”, worked a more appropriate job for a bright girl Yasira’s age – she was a junior member of the Cooling and Reclamation team, spending most days elbow-deep in actual machine parts. She had a cute, big-eyed face and a wide smile, which the sterile suit’s visor distorted slightly, bringing it just past “wide” and into “uncanny valley”. My little goblin, Yasira always thought when they suited up. They’d been dating for ten months.

“I could ask you the same question.”

Tiv laughed. “I don’t have any prep except for putting on my dress. Besides, I couldn’t keep away. This is so exciting.”

Yasira felt ashamed. Of course, when Yasira was worried sick over nothing, Tiv would be looking on the bright side. Tiv was a good girl, a quality which both attracted Yasira and bothered her. Always sweet, always caring, never cruel: always, seemingly, happy to bring happiness to everyone around her.

“It’s good someone’s excited,” said Yasira. “Frankly, I’m having the biggest case of the nerves since nerves were invented.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Tiv, being a good girl, instantly switched into sympathy mode. “Of course you are. I should have thought.”

“Well, I didn’t see it coming either,” said Yasira. Tiv hugged her, a maneuver that was awkward in microgravity and too plasticky with the sterile suits on, but Yasira hugged back. “Director Apek says I have to go do relaxy things. I think that means you’re on order for one of your famous back rubs.”

Tiv raised her eyebrows. “I don’t take orders, Doctor. But I’ll offer you a back rub, just ’cause you’re cute.”

“That. Yes, please. Without these stupid suits on.” Yasira handed the flawless test report back to Dr Gi, who was politely looking away from the personal conversation. Tiv picked her up and playfully swung her along the ladder, a task even Tiv’s petite body could manage in microgravity. Yasira laughed at the small whoosh of inertia and swung back.

They changed and made their way to Yasira’s room, where gravity at least approximated Earth-normal. The place was small by most standards, though bigger than Tiv’s, and messy with laundry and hours-old food cartons. Yasira was ordinarily neat, but, under stress, things slipped. Tiv didn’t complain. Soon Yasira was sprawled in a mess of blankets, letting Tiv’s hands work magic with her tense shoulders. Tiv no longer looked goblinlike: with the sterile suit’s visor out of the way, her face had resolved as it always did into startling, unselfconscious beauty. Yasira always felt plain in comparison: an average-looking young Riayin woman, short and narrow-faced and neither curvy nor thin, with light-brown skin about half a shade lighter than Tiv’s and a fall of long, straight black hair. Clearly Tiv saw something in her, but Yasira suspected it was more to do with brains than looks.

“It’s stupid,” Yasira said. “I just can’t stop thinking something’s going to go horribly wrong.”

“That’s not stupid,” said Tiv. “It’s normal. But this is going to be great. You’ve worked on it for years, and I know how you work. You’ve been thorough. You’ve already done all the hard parts, and now all that’s left is showing them to the world. Really.”

“That’s what Director Apek said. But if worrying is normal, why isn’t everyone worrying? Why isn’t he?”

“’Cause this is your baby more than anyone’s. I just do the tube to vacuum heat exchange, and Apek has bigger things on his mind. Plus, I know you’re a total genius and you’re going to knock everyone’s socks off again. You know what I do worry about?”

“What?”

Tiv’s voice lowered confidentially. “Sometimes? I worry that everything will go right, but not right enough. Everything will work the first time, no problems, the station will open and everyone will love it. For a little while. Then they’ll decide it doesn’t mean anything and lose interest. Fifteen or twenty years from now, people will go, ‘Remember that time when the Jai Coalition blew all that money on a human-tech space station? That didn’t last.’”

Yasira rolled over and sat up. “We’re just the cheeriest pair.”

Tiv leaned in and kissed her. “It’s natural. Let’s just get the worry out of our systems now, and then you’ll be great today at the ceremony and everything will run the way it’s supposed to.”

Yasira kissed back. “Twist my arm.”

“I wasn’t planning on twisting. Kissing up and down it, maybe.”

At which point, of course, the radio transmitter at Yasira’s belt beeped.

“Generator team leads to the auditorium in fifteen minutes. Repeat, fifteen minutes.”

Yasira swiveled away, checking her watch. “Fifteen? They moved it up. Dammit.”

“Don’t cuss,” Tiv chided. “But yeah, really. You’ve got your dress, right?”

“This once.” Yasira was already standing, rummaging through her closet. She’d been informed weeks ago that she’d have to spend the ceremony doing official things in the auditorium, not in the generator room where she belonged. “Because nothing says ‘scientific genius’ like five meters of blue rayon.”

Tiv followed her to the closet and wrapped an arm around her waist, brushing the hair away to peck the back of her neck. “It says ‘my scientific genius, who’s about to kick massive ceremonial butt’.”

Yasira really did feel a bit better.

The schedule had changed because of the priest of Aletheia serving as master of ceremonies – a Stijonan with an awful name that Yasira could never remember. Alkipileudjea something. There weren’t enough people yet living on the Pride of Jai to need a full-time priest, but, with the Gods as interested as They were, it was hard to do without one. So Alkipileudjea, or whatever her name was, worked in the cafeteria half the time and ran religious interference the other half.

Not that she exactly blended in to food service. It was hard not to do a double-take when the lady frying your breakfast noodles had the metal curlicues of a priest worked into her forehead. They were graceful little things, but very visible – even disguised by a hair net and by the priestess’s auburn ringlets – as the outward marks of a brain full of God-built circuitry. Yasira usually got nervous and looked away at those moments, thinking: Is she talking to the Gods over the ansible net, right now? Is she reporting on me to some bureaucrat angel, right now?

Those weren’t holy thoughts. They’d be taken into account when she died and the Gods mined her soul. But Yasira wasn’t good like Tiv. She couldn’t help herself.

“No, nothing’s wrong,” said the priest to Yasira in response to her question. “Nothing like that at all. I just had some last-minute liturgical instructions and we needed to start earlier to get through it all. You look lovely, by the way.”

Yasira said “thank you”, fighting the urge to scowl down at her huge blue dress. She was so overdressed she didn’t know what to do with herself. The directors were accommodating, up to a point: they’d made sure Yasira could find something in her size in a comfortable material, nothing rough or pinchy or poky or scratchy, nothing that would set off her texture issues. Certainly no tags. But if there was one thing Yasira hated more than scratchy clothes, it was crowds, and the directors had been quite firm on that point. The Shien Reactor was Yasira’s. Therefore, Yasira must be at the ceremony. In front of a crowd. In a dress. No ifs, ands, or buts.

Tiv stood at Yasira’s side in a slim green gown. She’d put her thick black hair half-up in a cascading wave and looked far more elegant than Yasira felt. Tiv, like Yasira, would rather have been in the generator room. But if Yasira’s invitation said “plus one” then Tiv the good girl would be there, cheering her on.

There was a lot of waiting around and grumbling under the half-finished steel rafters of the ceremony room. No one questioned Aletheia’s judgement, of course. But an awful lot of folks stood around, saying they were very sure there must be a good reason why She hadn’t worked this out earlier.

All of which brought Yasira’s nerves right back.

Their seats were in the front row, which only made Yasira feel more self-conscious. Yasira was no good at religion. She tried, but even at the best of times, services like this one bored her to death. She looked down at her lap and tried not to tap her fingers against each other in impatience. Could the priest tell? Did priests notice that sort of thing?

There were speeches, songs, and then the longest, most fidget-making litany to Aletheia Yasira had ever heard.

“Remember that we are doing great things,” said Alkipileudjea. She was no longer in her food-service uniform and hairnet but in a silver robe which trailed behind her on the metal floor, her curls bouncing down to mid-shoulderblade. “The Gods brought us out of Old Earth and gave us everything we needed to live. But They do not want us to be infants, helpless and empty-minded. It is Aletheia’s fondest hope that we will grow continually in knowledge of our own, and the other Gods stand with Her. Each part of the Pride of Jai is another part of that growth. There are many here, not just the team leaders, who have thrown their deepest selves into this work. Make no mistake: you will have your reward.”

Tiv watched raptly, never taking her eyes off the priest. Tiv’s favorite God was Techne, not Aletheia. And Yasira had no doubt that Tiv would end up with Techne when she died – if she didn’t accidentally good her way into someone even better. Philophrosyne, maybe, to expire in communal bliss with everyone else who’d been extraordinarily good to the people they loved. But Tiv didn’t care that this was Aletheia and not Techne. Tiv was happy to hear about Gods at any time.

Was Aletheia’s official blessing really necessary? Of course, with a project this ambitious, the Gods had to wait in the wings, watching for heresy. That was only natural. But as long as no one on the Pride of Jai broke any laws, couldn’t they just do science, without worrying about whether the Gods were impressed?

“But remember, too,” said Alkipileudjea the priest, “that the Gods do not judge as humans do. Remember that you are mortal, and that one day your soul will find itself in Limbo. There the Gods will measure your soul and learn its deepest tendencies. Many people now unnoticed will prove to have been utterly devoted to something worthwhile. And many whom you have lauded as Aletheia’s or even Arete’s will prove to be less than that.”

Yasira squeezed her eyes shut.

She knew the theology, of course. The Gods rewarded people when they died; that was part of the point of Gods. They collected souls and sorted them. Souls were somewhat diffuse, and even Gods couldn’t data-mine all the specific details of a single life. But souls took on patterns, and the Gods’ technology could recognize those patterns. They could discern the deepest passions that had driven a person through their life. And when the Gods chose souls to become part of Themselves, to keep Themselves running, They chose by matching the soul’s pattern to the most appropriate God. Hence Aletheia, who took the people driven by a thirst for knowledge. Techne, who took engineers and artists, people devoted to creation in its every form. And so on down the list, from Gods like Arete who took brave heroes to Gods who took the worst of the worst.

Yasira had belonged to Aletheia as a child, probably. Back when she’d loved science with her whole heart. She wasn’t sure where that heart was now.

Did the priest somehow know that? Had she been talking about Yasira? No. Probably not. There was no meaningful glance in Yasira’s direction. The words were the same words Yasira suffered through every week.

“In your deepest hearts, friends, what spurs you to action? Do you truly thirst for knowledge, or beauty, or the lifting-up of others? There are no lies in Limbo. The God who consumes you once you’ve been run through Their algorithm will be the God you deserve to be part of.”

Yasira wondered, as she always did, what God that was. Probably not Aletheia anymore. Not Techne or Philophrosyne. Definitely not Arete. Probably one of the wishy-washy Gods. Peitharchia, the God of doing what’s expected. Eulabeia, the God of cowardice, if today’s panic was any indication. And there were, of course, worse Gods than those.

Everybody knelt, briefly, with their eyes to the ground. “So be it,” said the priest.

“So be it.” Even Yasira mumbled it back, grinding her teeth. Finally Yasira stood up and faced the auditorium, to polite applause. She drew the small radio out from the sash of her dress.

“Everyone ready?” she said into the device.

“We’ve been ready for half an hour,” came the core team leader’s voice through the static, not amplified enough for the audience to hear. “What’s the hold up?”

“Priest stuff,” said Yasira, and then someone handed her a microphone.

“Shien Reactor online,” she said, “in ten, nine…”

It was a stupid job, even if the whole population of the station was watching raptly. Some glorified phone operator should be standing here counting down, not Yasira. She should be there in the generator room. With her baby.

At least she trusted the people who were doing the important part. Turning the generator on or off was a multi-step process: all sorts of huge switches would be flipped in preparation, while Yasira counted, before the spherical chamber ignited and the Talirr-Shien Effect itself came to life.

“…two, one.”

The auditorium held its breath.

There was a brief flicker of the lights, and then nothing. There wasn’t meant to be anything more than that, really. Yasira and her team leaders had designed the process so that the Shien Reactor would take over smoothly from the conventional generators, causing no fuss at all. The conventional generators would be kept on standby until the team verified that everything worked correctly.

“Shien Reactor online,” said the team leader on the radio. “Looks good so far, Dr Shien. Starting the first runtime test battery.”

Yasira did not feel particularly relieved. It really was like nothing had happened, like nothing had even turned on. She forced her face into a sunny smile. “The Shien Reactor is online and running,” she repeated to everyone, like a glorified phone operator.

Then, just for a moment, the whole room shifted.

It was a sort of shiver in the room’s dimensions, subtle enough that Yasira could have mistaken it for a brief unfocusing of her eyes. The room went slightly convex, like a breath. In and back out.

Just for a moment, Yasira could not speak with terror. All the nerves of the whole day turned to ice and adrenaline, because she recognized this–

Then it was over. And the audience was applauding like nothing had happened.

Yasira looked wildly from one corner of the room to another, willing it not to happen again. The auditorium was perfectly rectangular like always. The walls were solid steel. It was perfectly normal. Nobody had even noticed it.

No. Nobody had noticed because nothing had happened. It was nerves. If anything had really happened, the audience would be panicking, too. Besides, she’d never seen walls breathing before; she wasn’t even sure what it was that she’d thought she recognized. Déjà vu, she thought. Random brain firings. Meaning nothing.

She looked out at the crowd. Wide smiles, abject boredom, and everything on the continuum in between. No terror. Tiv beamed adorably, bouncing up and down in her seat.

Nothing had happened.

Which did not stop Yasira from twitching in fear, tapping her fingers nervously against the fabric of her dress, all through the interminable ending of the ceremony.


CHAPTER 2

Praise to the Gods of the galaxy, who brought us out of Old Earth. Praise to the Gods of the warp drive, who push at the edges of space. Praise to the Gods of the portal, who open all doors to our bodies. Praise to the Gods of the ansible, who open all doors to our words. Praise, praise be to the Gods who know, whose minds are above human minds, whose knowledge has kept us alive.

ALETHEIAN MORNING LITANY

After the ceremony came the really hard part. People descended in a horrifying crush, everyone from directors to junior technicians crowding in to shake her hand. So many at once was claustrophobic. Yasira pushed towards the door, but the door was already a congratulatory gauntlet.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I have to check on something.”

She said it dozens of times. It usually dislodged a well-wisher or two, only to make space for five more.

“I need some damned personal space,” she tried instead, which usually worked, but not when everyone was this excited. People poured further in. A big bear of an Arinnan from the Structures and Materials team crushed her in a hug.

“Tiv,” said Yasira through gritted teeth, “get me out of here.”

Tiv had somehow managed to stick to Yasira’s side. Now she wrapped an arm possessively around Yasira’s waist and tugged her through the crowd. “’Scuse me, coming through. Yes, you’re welcome, nice of you to say, we’re all so proud. ’Bye now. We’ve actually got to go. Sorry! Coming through!”

Some of the most persistent well-wishers followed as Tiv and Yasira speed-walked, arm in arm, all the way to Yasira’s quarters. Tiv said “thanks” and “goodbye” to people and shooed them away. Finally, the door clunked shut behind the two of them and quiet descended.

Yasira was high-ranking enough for the luxury of a mini-sofa and throw pillows. Tiv sat down, laughing with exasperation. “How many times do we have to remind them? You don’t crowd up around autistic people. Everyone’s supposed to know that. Do you need a minute?”

While Yasira didn’t constantly advertise that she was autistic, it wasn’t a secret, either; most people on the station knew, if only because they’d read one of the magazine profiles gushing about the brilliant young autistic prodigy joining the Pride of Jai research team. Everyone loved stories about disabled geniuses coming out of Riayin, the country on Jai with the most liberal disability policies. Relatively few people actually remembered to adjust their behavior around her, but Yasira was used to that. It wasn’t the biggest reason why she felt shaky now.

“A second,” she replied.

She stepped into her small bathroom and shut the door behind her, leaning against the sink. Her hands shook. It took a few long, deep breaths for her to regain any semblance of normal thinking.

When she had relaxed most of her muscles somewhat, she dug for the radio again. “Shien to reactor room. How do the tests look?”

If anything was wrong, if anything had breathed in that room, surely they would have seen it.

“Dr Gi to Dr Shien. Everything’s within normal parameters so far. We’ll keep you posted.”

“Can I have specific numbers, please?”

Dr Gi obligingly read her a list of numbers. Yasira ground her teeth. They were all perfectly normal, all exactly what she expected. Except…

“Ambient checkpoint vacuum energy, one point oh six Eyi. Resistance in proximal–”

“Wait, go back,” said Yasira into the radio. “Ambient checkpoint vacuum energy?”

“One point oh six Eyi.”

Yasira started to pace, the radio still in hand. She and Dr Gi both knew that this reading was above normal levels. But it was still well within safe limits and not unexpected, given what the Shien Reactor did. Inside the central sphere, exotic materials with carefully calibrated currents running through them made the local vacuum energy jump to a highly excited state, producing streams of virtual particles and antiparticles which annihilated each other and generated much more energy from the surrounding area than what was put in. Theoretically the changes in vacuum energy should have been contained within the reactor core, and only thermal energy should escape to the surrounding turbines. There was no sign of any excess thermal energy where it ought not to be, only these safe, small changes in vacuum energy. Which meant that, if there was a flaw in containment, it was not a dangerous, structural flaw – only some minor misunderstanding about the way vacuum energy interacted with the materials chosen. Nothing to worry about.

Unless you were Yasira, and professionally worried about everything.

“You’ll call me if that changes any further, right?” “Of course,” said Dr Gi, seemingly annoyed now. “You think we wouldn’t call you about unexpected test results?”

Yasira closed her eyes and sighed. He was right. She was micromanaging again.

“Sorry, Dr Gi. Nerves. You know? You can skip the rest of the numbers if there’s nothing else unexpected.”

“Nothing else. That’s the one little blip on an otherwise flawless first run.”

“Yeah.” She clicked the radio off, paused, then clicked it on again.

“Shien to Dr Gi. Can you get the internal sensor logs for the station around the time of activation?”

“Gi to Dr Shien. Yeah, I’ll have them sent to your office.” There was a silence on the other end of the line for a moment and the radio crackled on again. “Yasira… Are you okay?”

“Fine,” she radioed back. “Shien out.” She put her radio down and looked at herself in the mirror. She looked tired, stupid, and overdressed.

Tiv would have told her that it was okay to shut down after a big to-do like this one. Her neurotutors would have told her that it was essential. Self-care. But Yasira did not want to. Yet. With any luck she could squeeze in some actual companionship first.

She patted a few stray hairs back into place and took a deep breath. She smiled, then tried again until it looked genuine. Practice did make her feel better, a little.

Then she swept out of the bathroom and gave Tiv the embrace Tiv was waiting for.

In Yasira’s dream that night, she was nineteen again, and mired in a haystack of papers in the office of Dr Evianna Talirr. Talirr had never learned how to properly organize a space, and the little room was covered in books and papers, piled over every inch of the desk, the floor, the shelves. A large window was angled to let in the light from outside, though there was only blackness now, as a teetering pile of windowsill papers covered even that.

In real life this had been the year of her doctoral qualifying exams, and Talirr had assigned stacks of books tall enough to terrify even a prodigy like Yasira. Not just physics, but mechanics of all sorts, alien chemistry, metallurgy, as if Dr Talirr expected her to build her own lab singlehandedly. Philosophy, too, mostly grand metaphysical jaunts that had nothing to do with science. Yasira, away from her large family and home culture for the first time, had been completely overwhelmed. More than once she collapsed in a ball of stress in her dorm room only to meet an unsympathetic stare the next morning.

“You need all of this,” Dr Talirr had said, which was her idea of a compliment. “It’s skill-building, and you have the brain for it. Don’t settle for less.”

In Yasira’s dream, she was trying, but the papers did not have proper words in them. Letters crawled across the page and danced with each other. She felt so stupid. How could she have left this all to the last minute? She had an exam in alien physical theories tomorrow and she’d forgotten to study at all, which wasn’t like her.

“Can’t you read?” said Talirr’s voice behind her.

Yasira turned. Dr Talirr was the same as always, blank and aloof in a scuffed white lab coat, with her hair tied loosely back. She was Anetaian, and tall even by Anetaian standards, with pale, dull skin, plain features, and a pair of round, cheap glasses covered the eyes. There was no malice in her tone. Yasira had used to dole out insults like that too, as a child, back when she didn’t know better. Dr Talirr had never stopped.

“I can’t,” said Yasira. “I must have broken something somewhere.”

“Yasira, I am extraordinarily selective about the students I take on. I would have noticed by now if you were unable to read.”

“But–”

“Try this.”

Dr Talirr threw yet another book onto the pile and Yasira groaned. This one was an ancient-looking tome that took up the whole desk. There was no way she could get through this in a day. She opened the cover anyway, making a cloud of noxious dust in the air.

This book had no letters at all. When Yasira peered in, she had the feeling of leaning over a bottomless void.

Dr Talirr pushed her in.

She fell screaming as the void swirled up around her. She saw as she fell that the office had really been void all along.

Yasira sat bolt upright and woke in her bed, on the Pride of Jai, with Tiv cuddled peacefully next to her. She panted in blind panic for a moment, then looked down at herself. She was twenty-five. Dr Talirr was long gone. Yasira was in space, technically, but it was not a bottomless void. It was a cramped metal room, with Tiv sleeping beside her and blankets tangled around them.

Yasira had done well today, all things considered. She tried to believe it.

Tiv stirred slightly. Yasira lowered herself back to the mattress, wrapped an arm around her girlfriend’s waist, and slipped into sleep.

Yasira got up early the next morning and, after a quick coffee and cereal with Tiv, she headed for the generator room and started to crunch numbers.

Dr Gi had sent her the internal sensor logs, as he’d promised. There was nothing wrong with any of them. No changes in structural stress. No chemical leaks. No glitches in life support. Nothing that would explain why she’d suddenly seen the walls breathe. Unless, of course, she was crazy and that was just life.

She turned her attention back to the vacuum energy readings. Dr Hetram, head of the small Containment subteam, had put up vacuum energy sensors over the rest of the station while Yasira slept. There was a small but constant elevation in ambient vacuum energy everywhere, though it was lower at the Pride of Jai’s periphery. One Eyi was the normal amount in space. No part of the Pride of Jai gave that reading anymore.

If there was a crack in the core’s elaborate shielding, all sorts of things besides vacuum energy ought to escape. Thermal energy, for one thing, yet those readings were fine. The next hypothesis was that they had somehow subtly misunderstood the atomic structure of the materials in the shields. So Dr Hetram took samples and ran tests on those, while Yasira got out her pen, paper, and pocket calculator and started looking for patterns, hoping to fit an equation to the sensors’ readings.

This was what Yasira excelled at. Finding patterns in numbers, working out what they meant. She was faster at it than almost anyone else on the ship. It might no longer fill her with glee, but she could still get lost in it, pleasantly absorbed for hours until someone reminded her it was time to eat.

By dinnertime she had tried several possibilities and had a fully realized mathematical description of the closest one. The vacuum energy was highest in the generator room and dropped off quadratically with distance – though it was a slow quadratic, which didn’t begin to dip noticeably until it reached the station’s edges. By her calculations, it would shrink to insignificance long before it reached Jai’s atmosphere.

All of which was interesting, but left Yasira back where she started. A mysterious elevation in energy and a memory of a breath. It added up to something. But she didn’t know what. It might as well have been one of the unreadable books from her nightmare.

She’d had times like this before, all through school, when a problem itched at the edge of her consciousness for days without offering a solution. Often it was the prelude to a breakthrough. But some problems never were solved – like the problem of how exactly her graduate supervisor had been making portals.

Dr Talirr had been famous for those, a piece of technology normally reserved for the Gods, yet she’d never published a full explanation of how. Yasira had signed up to work with her hoping she’d pass the secret on, but nothing happened. Dr Talirr didn’t want to talk about it. She piled on book after esoteric book instead, seeming to think that if only Yasira learned everything about the universe first, the secret of the portals would just appear in her head.

One day, finally, in Yasira’s second year, she’d plunked down a leatherbound tome and said, “Read this, if you want to know about portals. You’re ready for this one.”

Yasira had dived in with a leaping heart, only to find yet another text about metaphysics. Not even the metaphysics of spacetime folds, which were the prevailing theory of how the Gods built portals. Just stuff about consciousness and ontology. She’d thrown the book across the room.

“I don’t think you even really build portals,” she’d accused. “I think the one on display in the Iatam building is just something you cobbled together out of Gods’ garbage. That’s what Dr Geanam says.”

“Dr Geanam is an idiot,” said Dr Talirr. “Are you an idiot?”

Yasira had shrunk back, nervous and ashamed of herself, not so much because of the words but because she’d lost her temper. She was better than that. She backpedaled. “I just, I don’t get what this has to do with it. I don’t get how it connects.”

“Lies,” Dr Talirr had muttered. That wasn’t an accusation. It was an echolalic tic, a word she repeated to herself under stress for reasons unknown to Yasira. Self-soothing, she supposed. “Lies.” Then she’d straightened up, seeming to remember that she was here to teach after all, and taken out a whiteboard marker. “Look here. It’s like this. The Erashub equation has these exponents, yes? But if you replace this term…”

The explanation, and others like it that followed, made no sense. Or, rather, it made dream-sense. Yasira would nod along, would believe she was following, until Dr Talirr paused and she abruptly realized she had barely any recollection of anything that had just been said. She’d never learned what she’d wanted to about portals, but the central equations for the Talirr-Shien Reactor had come out of those talks. She’d learned to pretend she understood, to move the symbols around by rote – a baffling action unlike any of the other advanced physics she did, but it seemed to be what Dr Talirr required. Too many requests for more information, and Dr Talirr would get upset and need to leave. She’d mutter faster as she left: lies, lies.

Maybe people were right. She’d learned enough to impress the thesis committee, but maybe Yasira wasn’t really a scientist. Maybe she was out of her depth, shallow, parroting.

Or maybe, accustomed as she was to being called clever, she just hadn’t known what to do when she met someone cleverer.

“I’ve been having the dreams,” Tiv said abruptly over dinner, a week later.

They were sitting in the little food court that passed for a restaurant here, all plastic chairs and shuttered booths. Tiv was eating noodles with walnuts in them. Her hair was up but slightly askew. It would have been cute if not for the haunted look in her eyes.

“Not you too,” said Yasira.

Officially, everything was still fine. But since the reactor had been turned on, people had started reporting this. Not everyone. Just people, at random, across the station. Bad dreams, insomnia, irritability. Twenty minor scientists had gone on stress leave, unable to concentrate, and there were rumors going around about some toxin released by the reactor, or a space virus. Yasira hadn’t been sleeping well either. Every dream lately seemed to be about voids, or about monsters hunting her down. But Yasira’s case was relatively mild. She could still work.

“It’s not the reactor,” Tiv said stubbornly. “It’s a coincidence. There’s no known mechanism by which a little fluctuation in vacuum energy could do this.”

“I know,” said Yasira, though she didn’t really. This was what all the directors kept saying to keep everybody calm, and there was no evidence against it. But no one really understood any of this. “No known mechanism” was very different from disproof.

“But…” said Tiv.

Yasira raised her eyebrows.

“When I have the dreams,” said Tiv, “they’re about you.”

Yasira paused. “Bad dreams about me?”

“Like…” Tiv paused again, and then it all came out in a rush. “I dream you’re going to kiss me, and then your face turns into some awful bug face. Or you’re showing me round a nice house, planetside, but it’s a house that cuts people open. Stuff like that. Every time I go to sleep, lately, it happens.”

Yasira frowned. Characters recurred in her own dreams, but not quite so consistently. Some of them took her back to her time with Dr Talirr, but others were set on the Pride of Jai, or in high school, or they were somehow supposed to be vids she was watching on television. “Tiv, is there some problem we haven’t been talking about?”

“No!” Tiv shook her head emphatically. “That’s the thing I can’t figure out. I’m as happy with you as I’ve always been.”

“Are you sure? I know we haven’t had as much time together lately as I planned, because everyone’s running around trying to figure out what’s up with the reactor, and–”

Tiv shook her head again. “They push you too hard, Yasira. You push yourself. They should give you a break, for your sake. But I’m okay, I just–”

The lights flickered suddenly and Yasira’s radio switched on. It was Dr Hetram’s voice. “Reactor room to Dr Shien. Get up here.”

Yasira frowned. “My shift was over two hours ago. What’s–”

“The machine’s gone nuts, Dr Shien. Get up here now.”

By the time Yasira had dashed up the stairs, clambered up the ladder, found the room, suited up, and dashed in, the crisis was winding down. A few klaxons still wailed, but the mood was no longer one of panic, only bewildered frustration.

Dr Salt, a thin Arinnan man who headed the Core subteam, greeted Yasira with a slight twitch in one of his eyes. Dr Salt had been one of the scientists on stress leave and had only just returned late that afternoon.

“It’s back to normal,” he said after greeting her briefly, “but take a look at these.” He thrust a pile of raw readings into her hands. She flipped through them, skimming at first to get the general pattern, then returning to look at relevant portions in detail.

There was nothing new leaking from the reactor. Bizarrely, even the vacuum energy outside the core hadn’t changed. But for a period of about five minutes, and for no discernible reason, the readings inside the reactor had gone wrong.

“This is what set off the alarms?” she asked, pointing to a chart. The chart said the energy inside the reactor had gone up, and yet its output in useful electricity had gone down.

“That and this one.”

“But they’re going in different directions. That shouldn’t happen. Is there a malfunction in the turbines or transformers? Or in the monitoring program itself?”

Dr Salt’s eye twitched again. “No, we thought it might be that, but they’re the same as before – they’ve passed every first-tier maintenance check. Dr Gi’s team is still running the second tier, but so far it doesn’t look like the problem’s on that end. Can you come over here?” She followed him deeper into the reactor room, where legions of junior scientists at Tiv’s rank scurried around getting everything back to normal. “As far as we can tell right now, there are actually more particles in the reactor, but they’re doing less for us. Which makes no sense, unless for some reason they were lasting longer–”

“– before they annihilated.” Yasira’s eyes widened in comprehension. “Slowing the whole thing down. Is there anything in here that went strange just before the anomaly? An instigating event?”

“Not that we’ve found so far, but–”

At that moment, Director Apek floated in. He found Yasira immediately. “Dr Shien. There’s an emergency, they tell me?”

“Not an emergency, an anomaly.” She offered him the sheaf of readings and he shook his head. Apek may have been an engineer, but the science of the Shien Reactor’s innards was distinctly Yasira’s job.

She explained it to him haltingly, Dr Salt filling in the details. She was already starting to calm down. Unexplained behavior in the reactor wasn’t good, but, with this and the vacuum energy, they now had two unexplained data points, not one. That meant there was more room to make connections and find a pattern.

Four days later, it happened again. Three days after that, it happened a third time, and worse.

“Explain this to me,” said the angel in Director Apek’s office.

It had been three weeks since the reactor turned on, and Yasira was running low on sleep and patience. She had also never seen an angel in person before. Priests like Alkipileudjea, while creepy, were mortal. They swore themselves to a God, had circuitry put in their heads, then returned to their communities to minister to other mortals. Other people – sell-souls – swore themselves without submitting to modifications and stayed planetside most of their lives, knowing that at any time, when they were needed most, a God might call them away for a few years of service. Yasira had met a few of those. Angels themselves were another thing entirely. More than half of an angel’s brain was God-built, the old neurons burned away in favor of something immortal and impartial. To become an angel, a human abandoned everything. Went off into the sky and lived out that long life doing only and entirely the Gods’ bidding. Mortals rarely ever laid eyes on angels – unless what they were doing was, in the Gods’ sight, a very big deal.

This angel was a handsome Arinnan-looking man who had introduced himself as Diligence Young of Aletheia. With his imperious posture and sharp gaze, he could have been one of the directors – except for the thick titanium plates at his temples, far more obtrusive than Alkipileudjea’s curlicues.

Not to mention a much higher-bandwidth connection to the Gods than Alkipileudjea’s. Which explained why the directors had bowed and scraped to this man all morning. It gave Yasira the jitters. She shifted in her seat, trying not to look irreverent.

“I’d be happy to,” she said in the politest voice she could muster, “but, sir, if I can ask, why would you need these things explained? Surely the directors have given you my official reports.”

The angel raised his eyebrows scornfully and Yasira resisted the urge to shrink back. “There are certain things that don’t come through in reports. Unless you think this situation warrants only a surface analysis?”

He was testing her, in other words. Looking at her body language and microexpressions, and the way she responded to prompting. Working out if she was hiding anything.

Well, Yasira was hiding what she always hid. She was no good at Gods, and that was not the sort of thing one wanted angels to find out. It was embarrassing. She was not, however, hiding a crime or a heresy. So she should not be afraid. Should she?

“Well, we thought the reactor was slowing,” said Yasira, her fingers tapping at the arm of her chair. “But that’s not quite it. There’s actually a time dilation effect on the central core. Clocks in the center of the reactor room run a few microseconds slower than clocks in the outer modules, and they’re continuing to slow. From its own perspective, the reactor hasn’t slowed, but it’s somehow out of sync with us. We’re still trying to work out why. The prototype didn’t do this, but the prototype was at a smaller scale; it’s plausible that, with the prototype, we just didn’t pick it up.”

The angel nodded coolly. Unlike Yasira, he was perfectly focused and still. “What about the vacuum energy readings?”

“That’s the funny thing. They haven’t changed and Dr Hetram can’t find any flaws in the containment materials. But I think I’ve worked out what’s going on. You see, we were trying to explain containment using the standard model. Well, the mortal standard model.” The Gods, presumably, had a better one. “But there are some obscure rival models that predict something very close to what we’re seeing. It’s another thing that only comes up at the full reactor’s scale, but it’s harmless. And it’s nothing to do with the time dilation. So that’s exciting. I’m working on a paper about it with Dr Hetram. If the math checks out, the theory people planetside are going to blow their tops.”

She was probably making a fool of herself, fumbling around with human science in the presence of someone so much more than human. But the angel wasn’t treating her like a fool yet. He watched her and occasionally blinked strangely, as if he was checking her against records in his head. Whatever he thought of her, she hadn’t lost his interest.

That made him more unnerving, not less. If he was inquisiting a crime, being interesting made her a suspect. Angels of Aletheia weren’t the ones who investigated the worst crimes, but they were happy to hunt for small scientific misdemeanors, and the punishments could still be harsh.

If he wasn’t inquisiting a crime, then there was an even creepier option. He might be recruiting. Aletheia didn’t recruit much; there was already a surplus of ambitious scientists trying to sell Her their souls. But quantity was not always quality. The most promising minds sometimes got offers under the table. There were rumors that this was what had happened to Dr Talirr when she disappeared.

Yasira didn’t want to be an angel, or a priest, or even a sell-soul. She had plenty of work already without a God directing her every move.

“Exciting indeed,” said the angel. He smiled thinly. “And convenient. After all, people have reported all these inconvenient psychological symptoms since the reactor turned on. But if your science is sufficiently exciting, the local officials might be willing to overlook those. For a while.”

Yasira’s eyes widened involuntarily, and she bit her tongue.

So this was an inquisition, after all. He suspected her of – what? Knowingly endangering herself and all her fellow passengers, just to get more papers out of it. That was what it sounded like, at least.

“I’m not a psychologist,” she said, more sharply than she meant to. “Dr Sincerity Bee is the Pride of Jai’s psychologist. She’s looking into it, believe me. We’re all concerned. Me especially – I have some of the symptoms, too. I don’t think the reactor is causing it, but I did make a request to shut it down until we understand the situation better. The directors didn’t like that. They said they don’t want our funding agencies to think there’s that level of problem. It’s not an option until Dr Bee rules out the other hypotheses.”

“Yet the first reports of symptoms came immediately after the reactor was switched on. How do you prefer to explain them?”

Yasira hesitated. Her own private thoughts about the matter were embarrassing. But this was just Aletheia keeping an eye on questionable science; a bit of embarrassment couldn’t hurt her too much. And if she lied, the angel would probably see it in her microexpressions anyway. Lying to an angel was much worse than being embarrassed by the truth.

“I don’t know exactly,” she confessed. “But people get antsy around new things. Dr Bee says this can have a cascading psychosomatic effect. One person has a restless night at the wrong time. They blame it on the reactor. They tell their friends. When some of those friends have bad dreams, they wonder if that’s the reactor too. If enough people tell enough other people, it becomes self-sustaining. People hear the rumors and worry themselves into a syndrome.” She took a deep breath. “Frankly, sir, I think I’m the one that started it. This was my first really big project. The day of the ceremony, I was terrified. I got this irrational feeling something awful would happen. I ran around whining and triple-checking everything. It’s no wonder a bit of anxiety spread.”

The angel steepled his fingers. He looked intrigued. “When did that start? And what exactly were you concerned might happen?”

“I don’t remember exactly. It was at least a day before the ceremony. But I didn’t have anything specific in mind. It was just this stupid, free-floating fear.”

“Yet you took it seriously enough at the time that you petitioned Director Apek to delay the ceremony. Later, you made not one, but two formal requests to shut the reactor down again.”

Yasira recoiled. So he knew about that; he’d heard it before. Yet a few questions ago he’d accused her of recklessly keeping the reactor on.

To get a reaction, she supposed. He was playing games. That bothered her.

“Before the final request,” he continued, “the directors warned you that if such proceedings were public knowledge, they could contribute to public anxiety. Yet you continued. An odd strategy, if you really believe this is all in people’s heads.”

“Just because I believe something doesn’t make it true,” said Yasira. “Everyone’s wrong sometimes. The consequences for being wrong here could be very bad. I wanted time to make sure I was right.”

“Mm.” There was a second’s pause, and the angel’s eyes unfocused slightly, as if he was flipping through records in his head. “Let’s try a more pleasant line of inquiry, shall we? You worked with Dr Evianna Talirr on the prototype Shien Reactor. She was your doctoral mentor. A notoriously difficult one, but you and she shared a neurotype, and by all accounts you got along relatively well. Did you keep in touch after graduating?”

“I haven’t seen her since anyone else saw her,” Yasira snapped. Dr Talirr had disappeared the year after Yasira graduated, with the prototype already complete. It hadn’t resembled the usual cases of Gods taking people away, either as sell-souls or for punishment. She’d just vanished and no one knew where. They hadn’t been in regular touch by then; Dr Talirr was horrible at keeping up with correspondence, and Yasira had been increasingly unsure what to say to her. Still, she’d had the jitters for weeks, wondering what had gone wrong. If someone had hurt her. Or if Dr Talirr had simply given up on normal people and run. Or destroyed herself. Whether it was somehow, obscurely, her fault. Somehow the angel’s question felt like an accusation.

“The Talirr-Shien Effect is named after both of you. A pity she isn’t here to help you work this through.”

Yasira’s annoyance rose rapidly. People had made this sort of comment all her life. She was out of her depth, people said. She couldn’t really understand what she studied, at her age and with her kind of brain. She was only parroting what her supervisors told her. No matter how much she achieved, no matter how much support there was from family, teachers, friends, and neurotutors, there was still someone saying it. People who said it to her face were bullies. Angels were supposed to be higher beings, weren’t they? Angels were not supposed to be bullies.

“Are you offering,” Yasira said through her teeth, “to put me in touch?”

“Of course not,” said the angel, waving a hand. “She’s not with us. Still, it’s a shame. She used to give you unusual reading assignments, didn’t she? Philosophy in particular.”

“Why are you looking this up?” said Yasira, becoming increasingly alarmed. Yasira’s graduate school assignments were not secret, but they were a very obscure non-secret, buried in a huge school filing system. A question like this meant the angel had been studying… well, not necessarily Yasira. Maybe just Dr Talirr. Maybe they were trying to find her – but how could angels not know where someone was?

“Are you quite certain,” said the angel, ignoring her question, “that you understand everything she tried to teach you?”

Yasira, against her own best judgement, stood up.

“Stop this,” she said. “You’re the angel here. If you want the reactor shut down, tell the directors. If you think someone’s doing something bad here, accuse them. If I’m missing something, tell me what it is. But if you’re not giving real advice and you’re not going to step in and help, then you can take your condescending bullshit somewhere else!”

It all came out in a rush, and then she checked herself, horrified.

She tried to remember if yelling at an angel was an actual crime. She didn’t think so, but she’d never been good at Gods.

The angel did not look angry. He looked at her with no expression at all for a moment, then smiled. “Are you requesting divine assistance, Dr Yasira Shien? It’s available for a price.”

She sank back into her chair.

Of course she was not really asking. The whole point of the Pride of Jai was to push the limits of what mortals could do on their own. Bargaining for Aletheia’s help would be worse than failing. It would be cheating.

Maybe this bully of an angel wanted the Pride of Jai to fail. Maybe one of the Gods had decided the whole thing was an affront to Them, but didn’t want to say so directly. Maybe he had gone through this with each director and each team lead, hoping one of them was weak enough or desperate enough to start cutting corners.

Or maybe this whole thing had been a test of her temper. And she had failed spectacularly.

“No,” she said softly. “I apologize.”

The smile was gone now, his face unreadable. “Don’t bother. I have the information I require. That will be all for now, Dr Shien.”

Six days later, Yasira stared into her handheld gauge despondently. This was an additional sensor she and her team had rigged up – really just a mechanical dial that copied the readings from the official core reactor control panel, so she
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