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		Prologue



	Bolts of energy slapped into the engine bank, sizzling against the hull and causing the instruments to scream angry messages. There was a pop and the whole ship lurched downward. Lex pulled madly at the controls and hammered at the computer’s interface. Neither felt like cooperating anymore.

	“I repeat, you are entering my debris field, idiot. Alter course or become a part of it,” a voice squawked over the com system.

	“For God’s sake, I am in distress! Out of control! Request immediate assistance!” Lex screamed.

	A cloud of fist-sized debris splashed against the belly of the ship, the sound like a shotgun blast hitting a tin shack.

	“Oh, man. If you think anyone can save you now, you have got your head so-o-o-o far up your ass. You are seriously fu--”

	The rest of the eloquent thought was cut short as a chunk of floating metal passed through the antenna array. It didn’t slow down much. A pleasant, calm female voice filled the cockpit.

	“Warning. Ship atmospheric containment compromised. Decompression detected. Affix supplemental oxygen supply and stand by for emergency field deployment.”

	He scrambled to pull the oxygen mask into place, his ears already popping. Mechanical arms emerged from around the control chair, glowing field emitters releasing their electronic whine as they began to charge up. Lex cinched the straps of the mask tight and waited for the field to snap into place. As he waited, listening to the voice make its customary warnings about keeping his hands and arms within the confines of the field, something managed to force its way from the back of his mind, through the assorted panic and confusion, and right to the front.

	“The package!” he blurted.

	With a desperate grab, he managed to snag a silver case and pull it back to his chest. An instant later, the field clicked into place with a faint ruby shimmer, and a hiss of gas restored the proper atmospheric pressure. He took a deep breath, pulled up the backup controls from the side of the harness, and tried to get control over the ship. The pilot-assist apparatus was out, but he never used it anyway. Just figure out the parts of the engine array that were damaged, compensate, and get the ship the hell out of this orbiting junkyard before--

	He looked up just in time to see a flurry of metal shards, probably the former support structure of some defunct satellite, crash into what was left of his ship’s view window. The first one sent cracks feathering through the transparent ceramic. The voice of the computer serenely declared a full hull breach, just in time for a second chunk to shatter through completely. Time seemed to slow as it continued through unimpeded. It spun in air before him for several seconds before it occurred to him that time didn’t just seem to slow . . . it did slow. He leaned aside to see a little red indicator on his slowly-sparking control panel light up. Next to it were the words “TymFlex™ Safety System Engaged.” Below was a timer, broken out to thousandths of seconds, ticking down from sixty. The numbers were creeping by.

	The effect was surreal. He could see the ripple of tiny shock waves as clumps of metal clashed with his hull. All around him, bits of debris of various sizes sparkled in the starlight, slowly spinning and sailing along in their orbits. Bits of his ship’s window drifted through the cabin, glancing harmlessly off of the emergency field around his chair. As a blunt, irregularly-shaped piece of wreckage, now moving slowly enough for him to recognize it as a door handle, rebounded off of the shield and spiraled lazily back into space, he tried to remember what the salesman had said when he was pitching this safety system.

	It worked by creating a localized distortion in space-time, or something like that. Lex had never been good with details. Time within the distortion moved one hundred or so times faster than outside. 

	The salesman had explained that this reduced the kinetic energy of potentially lethal projectiles by making the universe think they had slowed down. Two thousand meters per second became twenty--not because the meters decreased, but because the seconds outside of the field were comparatively increased. The result was that the hunk of high-density tungsten that had formerly been moving several thousand miles an hour toward his forehead now clunked off the shield with the force of a lobbed softball. This was achieved with quantum this and temporal that, and various other high tech buzzwords that had been used to pad out the brochure. The wonders of science.

	Of course, it wasn’t without its flaws. The main one was that, if his math was right, the 59.378 seconds remaining would take over an hour. It gave him a lot of time to dwell on a few rather pressing questions. For instance, why had the ship that was now passing overhead decided to shoot at him? Why did this planet, supposedly uninhabited, have a lunatic shouting profanities at him over the com system? Did it have a breathable atmosphere? How exactly would a bubble of compressed time protect him from becoming a thin red paste when his ship hit the ground? He watched what appeared to be a novelty floor mat drift through the space beside the ship like it was flowing in molasses and decided that, since he didn’t have any control over any of that, he might as well work on the most important question: 

	What the hell had gone wrong in his life that he had ended up in this mess?

	

		Chapter 1



	“What’ll it be today, T?” asked the cook.

	He was more or less the stereotypical short order cook: greasy whitish apron, greasy grayish hair, greasy blackish cookie-duster mustache, and a potbelly from too much of his own greasy merchandise. The name on the apron said Mel, though it was anyone’s guess why, since his name was Marv. He’d run “Starvin’ Marvin’s Curb Counter” for about as long as anyone could remember. It was almost literally a hole in the wall, just a couple of stools and a counter carved into the side of a shopping center. It was also the only place anywhere close that took something besides credits as payment. The food wasn’t bad either.

	“The usual, Marv. And call me Lex, would you?” said Lex.

	Trevor Alexander was one of those people who could never get a decent nickname to stick. T, TL, Trev, Alexander--he’d tried them all, but either he didn’t like them or other people didn’t. Unfortunately, a brief and notable flirtation with celebrity a few years back had stuck him with “T-Lex,” a name so awful it could only have been conceived by the sports press. After trying and failing to shake it, he’d decided to split the difference and shorten it. Results had been mixed.

	“Bowl of chili, no spoon, and a bag of chips, coming up,” Marv said.

	“And hack me off a slice of that coffee while you’re at it. It’s been a long night.”

	Lex looked in the mirror set into the side of the counter. His short brown hair was a mess, and his eyes, also brown, were bloodshot from too little sleep and too much of Marv’s coffee. He was also still wearing his courier gear: a red T-shirt covered with his corporate logo, a messenger bag plastered with the same, and cargo pants that, while functional, weren’t terribly fashionable. A few hours of sleep and a minute or two with a comb would probably earn him the description “handsome,” or at least “rugged,” but at the moment he was trending more toward “train wreck.” Working three jobs will do that to you. It was also probably why, even though he’d been subsisting on a steady diet of foods that congealed if he didn’t eat them quickly enough, he still qualified as gangly.

	His main job was as a hand courier. He made his way from business to business for same-day deliveries and such. It involved a lot of running around, and the violation of most traffic laws. His second job was as a chauffeur, though there hadn’t been much business on that end lately. Planet Golana was basically nothing but a big shipping hub. There were loads of big businesses, and thus loads and loads of white collars floating around, but most of them had their own private drivers, so that left Lex carting around out-of-towners and the slice of the economic spectrum that was too rich to be seen in a cab, but not rich enough to have their own limo. It wasn’t a big market. 

	As for the third job? Well . . . the less said about that, the better.

	A bowl of chili, a bag of corn chips, and a plastic cup of coffee that might or might not have been in the pot for the past week were set before him. He opened the chips and used them to systematically shovel the contents of the bowl into his mouth. It wasn’t so much eating as refueling, a procedure so practiced and mechanical that he tended to use it as a time to organize his plans for the rest of the day. With his free hand, he fumbled around in his pocket, one by one dropping onto the table the various items he'd accumulated over the course of the day. Energy bar wrappers, a pack of gum, a lighter, his tool chain. Finally, he found what he was looking for.

	A thin, plastic rectangle, roughly the size of a credit card, clattered down onto the countertop. It was transparent, save for a short metallic tab along one of the short edges. It was a slidepad, a device that had become so prevalent, people were practically assigned one at birth. The little pad served the purpose of a cell phone, PDA, day planner, key chain, voice recorder, wallet, game system, media player, and virtually anything else one might need in the day. He slid his finger across the screen, causing it to flicker to life. The display area extended beyond the confines of the plastic--thanks to “patented HoloEdge technology” according to the ubiquitous commercials. It baffled him that they still advertised the damn thing. It was like advertising oxygen.

	After navigating some menus and tapping off a dozen or so bill reminders, he got to his depressingly empty schedule. Nothing. No dates, no parties, no jobs. A whole weekend with no work or play. The lack of work was the real problem. There were at least a dozen people and companies he owed money to, though fortunately none of them were the sort who would break his knees if he fell behind. Such had not always been the case. Again, the less said, the better. He refilled his pockets and moved to stow the slidepad as well, but Marv interrupted him by loudly clearing his throat.

	“As long as you got it out, hows about you pay your tab?” he suggested, his own oil-glazed pad already in hand.

	Lex sighed.

	“All right. Brace yourself, though, I have to turn the wireless on,” he said.

	He navigated through the menus and switched on the data connection. A half-second later and the pad was vibrating, flashing, and chiming its way through all of the missed calls, messages, and urgent notifications he’d managed to avoid that day.

	“Why don’t you just leave it on, T?”

	“Listen, I carry packages at unsafe speeds, I ferry celebrities around . . . and the other thing. Unwanted distractions are a no-no,” he muttered. “How much do I owe you?”

	“12,800 credits.”

	“What!?”

	“Maybe you should pay more than once a month.”

	Lex looked at the balance in his account with a grimace. Finally, he shrugged.

	“Well, paying rent is overrated anyway, right?”

	He waved his pad over Marv’s. Both devices flashed “Secure transaction” and scanned the fingers for authentication purposes before transferring credits directly from one bank account to the other.

	“Sure is nice having you pay the regular way instead of stacks of chips like usual,” Marv said.

	“Yeah, well don’t get too used to it. I need that money for the ninety-eight percent of the people I owe that don’t even take chips. See you next week, Marv.”

	“You mean tomorrow, right?”

	“Heh, probably,” Lex said, preparing to walk away.

	“Wait--speaking of that ‘other thing.’ Someone left this for you.”

	Marv held up a handwritten note. Lex snatched it and stuffed it in his pocket.

	“Real subtle, Marv.”

	Sticking to the side of a nearby light pole was his delivery bike. It had the same handlebars and uncomfortable seat of its two-wheeled ancestor, but in place of wheels were small, circular discs, about the size and shape of a catcher’s mitt, facing the ground. Two were in back, on the outside corners of a metal mesh cargo basket the size and shape of a shopping cart, and one was in the front, extending forward a foot or so below the bars. Technically, that should make it a trike, but bike sounded cooler, so Lex stuck with that. In days gone by, there would have been a chain keeping people from walking away with it. Now it was held to the nearest immovable metal object with a magnetic clamp. With a wave of his slidepad, it dropped to the ground. He climbed on and puttered off.

	His neighborhood was a quarter of the way across town, which didn’t sound like a long way until one realized that in the era of skyways and mag-lev trains, towns tended to sprawl across several hundred miles. Particularly this place, Preston City. Just about anyone who came to Golana or left it did so from Preston. Thus, for most people, getting home on a bike would be a multi-hour ordeal. Bikes were meant for short range, low-altitude trips. Sure, they could go just as high and just as fast as standard hovercars, thanks to the lower weight offsetting the lower power, but they offered nothing in the way of safety features. It was a body, a helmet, and a few pounds of aluminum strapped to enough thrust to propel the rider into orbit. Someone would have to be a lunatic to take such a thing toe to toe with full-sized cars. Either that, or very, very good. 

	Lex strapped on his helmet and set off.

	Twenty-eight minutes, sixty-two miles, and one stern reprimand from the police later, he was walking into his apartment, such as it was. One room, about the size and shape of a jail cell, was his combination bedroom/living room. It had a futon on one wall, a large flatscreen on the other wall, and presumably a coffee table, though that was largely speculation until he got around to cleaning off the mound of take-out boxes. 

	A door on the far end of the room led to the counter with a sink, oven, and dishwasher that could charitably be called a kitchenette, and from there one could reach his bathroom. It would be nice to suggest that this was a typical apartment, but, unfortunately, it was only bachelors and the chronically cash-strapped who called places like this home. Lex was currently both.

	He docked his slidepad, linking it to the wall display so that he could work through the missed messages on the big screen. The first six video and audio messages all focused on either increasing the size of various parts of his anatomy or hooking him up with women who already had ludicrous anatomies. He was definitely going to have to update that spam filter. He deleted them and moved on. Next was a message from Blake, his buddy at Golana Interstellar, the starport that was more or less the reason for the whole planet.

	“Hey, T-man. Listen, there’s a convention coming up before that big state of the company thing VectorCorp has planned, so I’m going to need you to, uh . . . move your . . . stuff. Oh, and I got this box here. I think it is the . . . special . . . thing. For your stuff. Get back to me.”

	Blake was a friend from back in the good old days. He ran a stardock, the space-faring equivalent of a parking garage, and let Lex keep a certain vehicle there, off the books. The only catch was that he had to get it out of there on short notice if something was likely to fill his place up to capacity, which happened every now and then. The nature of the vehicle in question made Blake a shade skittish about discussing it. The package wasn’t terribly legitimate either. He’d have to take care of that sometime tomorrow. 

	Next was . . . uh-oh, a Detective Barsky.

	“Mr. Alexander. I’ve got a message here from a VectorCorp security officer who says he’s been seeing an awful lot of unlicensed, unscheduled traffic on VectorCorp proprietary routes. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you that it is dangerous and unlawful to--”

	Deleted. Lex got a message like that one about once a month. The police had nothing on him, but he’d had more than a few run-ins with them in the last few years, so they liked to let him know they had their eyes on him. 

	Next was a group message from Michella Modane.

	“Hi, everybody on my contact list. I just want to remind you that I’ll be broadcasting a livestream for the GolanaNet Financial NewsFeed tomorrow at three PM before I hop on the transport and cover my first ever off-planet news tour, culminating with the VectorCorp state of the company address in a few weeks! So make sure you check it out, I need every hit I can get! Thanks!”

	He paused the video just as Michella blew a kiss. Another face from the good old days. Michella had been a friend since grade school, and a girlfriend off and on for most of that time. Since she was sixteen, she had wanted to be an investigative reporter; at twenty-two, she had managed to land a job as a financial reporter for a local news agency. It was no surprise when they decided to put her in front of the camera. She had gorgeous auburn hair that gathered on her shoulders like imported chocolate. Her striking blue eyes and radiant smile gleamed with confidence and integrity. A scattering of freckles made her seem almost approachable, while her curves made Lex glad he’d splurged on the full-definition flatscreen. They'd had a rather final falling out after the . . . incident, but apparently he was still on her contact list. It might only put him on par with her plumber and half of their graduating class, but that still put him head and shoulders above the rest of the galaxy--so, as far as he was concerned, there was still hope. He saved the message and moved on.

	A handful of debt collectors, ranging from first notice to third notice, but, pleasantly, no final notices, came next. His dispatcher at the livery firm finished off the inbox with an appointment for 2:45 PM tomorrow. 

	Lex flicked through to the list of videos he had queued up and started sorting through. He was a few weeks behind on most of them, so he picked one at random. A half-second of load bar later and he was watching the intro to a halfway decent sitcom. It had the not-quite-right look of a show recorded in 3D but viewed in 2D. Technically, his viewer could handle holograms, but with a screen as big as his in a room as small as his, half of the action would be going on behind his head, so he left it 2D. On the plus side, it did give everything a charmingly retro feel. He didn’t make it halfway through the episode before it became apparent that Marv’s coffee was no longer sufficient for his caffeine needs. He kicked a stack of pizza boxes off of the edge of the futon, laid down, and collapsed.

	

		Chapter 2



	Lex checked himself over before dropping the limo down in front of the hotel to wait for his passenger. He’d woken up a bit late and had only had time to shower, shove everything from the cargo pants into the tuxedo pants, and pick up the car. Time hadn’t changed the limousine much, other than switching it from a wheeled vehicle to a hovercar. Hell, this one even had little vestigial swoops where the fenders would have been, if it had still been equipped with wheels. It was mostly just a very big, very black version of what everyone else was driving, with cushier seats and a bar. It wasn’t one of the stretched monsters, partially because Lex felt like they were needlessly showy, but mostly because Lex couldn’t afford one. The limo was one of the last big purchases he’d made before the bottom had fallen out of his previous career. He’d expected to be driven around town in it. Now he was doing the driving. As an owner-operator, though, he got to keep a much bigger slice of the fee. It just meant he had to wear his own tux, too. He took the good with the bad.

	He pulled down the console to look up his fare. The kind of mid-level big spenders that tended to hire him liked it when he knew something about them. It made them feel a little more famous, and that meant a much nicer tip.

	“Nicholas Patel,” Lex said to the computer.

	There were thirty-five pages of results. Super. He poked around the first few. One was an investment banker. One was some sort of entrepreneur. One ran a small contracting firm on a planet in a star system in the middle of nowhere. That one had a disturbingly large stack of news stories linked to him. They all said roughly the same thing--various media euphemisms for crime lord, and the catchy nickname “Diamond Nick.”

	“Diamond Nick. How come it’s the criminals who get all of the good nicknames?” he muttered to himself, as a moving wall outside caught his attention.

	When he turned to get a closer look, he realized that what had appeared to be a wall was, in reality, two very, very large men. They had the sort of build he would expect a paleontologist to be pulling out of the ground--about three hundred pounds of muscle with another fifty or so of flab for good measure. The word thug fit so well, he wouldn’t have been surprised if it was one of their names. Lex scrambled to get out of the car and get the door, but a ham-sized fist grabbed the door handle and pulled it open to allow a slick, swarthy man to enter.

	“Diamond Nick, I presume,” Lex remarked.

	“Heh, word gets around,” Patel said with a grin. “Starport, please. Quickly.”

	Nick was a difficult man to place at first blush. He straddled a few categories. As a crime boss, he looked the part, with a suit that probably cost more than the limo, and hair styled to the point of being a fire hazard. His face was typically Indian, but his voice was completely unflavored by accent. That wasn’t to say that he had an American or English or some other regional accent. He had no accent at all--the sort of diction Lex associated with newscasters and documentary narrators.

	His men squeezed through the door and took seats on either side of him, filling the spacious vehicle almost to capacity.

	“Sure thing,” Lex said, easing the limo up.

	Above them, a lane of traffic moved briskly along in a cordoned-off strip of the sky. Lex rounded the top of the strip and merged in from the top.

	“So, what brings you to Preston City?” he asked.

	“I stopped off on this little transit hub of a planet to talk to some folks about a deal I’m looking to close. Turns out you’ve got more than just a starport. You’ve got some damn good stellar analysts. Helped me make sure I wasn’t being taken to the cleaners.”

	Now that he’d spoken a few more sentences, there was a hint of slurring and informality to his speech that implied he’d been doing some imbibing that morning.

	“Sounds like you might have been doing some celebrating. I guess this deal of yours was pretty big?”

	“The goddamned biggest deal of the goddamned century.”

	“Nice. What kind of deal are we talking about?”

	“Business.”

	“Any specific business, or the ‘mind your own’ variety?”

	“Smart man. Say, don’t I know you?” Patel asked, stretching to look at his chauffeur in the rearview mirror.

	“I seriously doubt that.”

	“No, no. I never forget a voice. Dean, where do I know this man?”

	One of the neanderthals shrugged. On a man that size, it was a veritable geological event. Patel snapped his fingers.

	“I know it! Do me a favor. Say, ‘I regret my actions at the Tremor Intersystem Grand Prix’ or something to that effect.”

	Lex shot the man a sharp look. Patel grinned.

	“I was right. You’re that disgraced racer, T-Lex.”

	“Congratulations,” Lex said bitterly. “It’s just Lex now, by the way.”

	“My boy, I should buy you a drink. I made a killing off of that race.”

	“You did?”

	“Naturally. The fellow who paid you to fix it was an associate of mine. He told me to put money down on number fifty-five. I tell you, it was a work of art the way you worked that race. Anyone can simply not win, but to coax another racer, a specific one, into first? Genius!”

	For some, it was the birth of their first child. For others, it was the loss of a loved one. One day, everyone would have a burning hot memory that splits life into before and after. For Lex, it was two years ago. 

	He’d been on a meteoric rise in the racing circuit. Hovercars--or hoversleds, as they tended to be called in competition--were easily as fast as a fighter jet and, when their hoverpods were close to the ground, nearly as nimble as a dune buggy. It made for an exciting and therefore profitable sport, and Lex had been on the fast track to being one of its superstars. A life of fame and glory seemed like a foregone conclusion, so he decided to get a head start on the high life. 

	Unfortunately, his tastes outpaced his career; before long, he was neck-deep in debt with the wrong sort of people. The Tremor Intersystem Grand Prix looked like it could be his way out. If he won it, the prize money would kill easily half of his debts, and the endorsements would take care of the rest. 

	The lowlifes he’d borrowed from must have realized that he was about to get out from under their thumb and moved up the payment schedule. When Lex couldn’t keep up, they offered a deal. The race’s long shot was some nobody driver in the number fifty-five sled. Very long odds. If that man were to win, they would consider things square. He’d pulled it off, but the racing commission had smelled something foul. Eventually, they'd proved what he’d done and booted him from sled racing. 

	After that, no legitimate racing promotion would have him--too much like letting a jewel thief work at a jewelry store. And going underground? He wasn’t stupid enough to try that. Careers tended to end swiftly and suddenly in those places.

	“That’s a part of my life I don’t like to reflect on,” muttered Lex.

	“How much did they pay you, anyway?”

	“They let me keep my thumbs.”

	“Good price. So you were in debt?”

	“Up to my eyeballs.”

	“I trust they wiped it all out.”

	“Yeah, but that didn’t get the legitimate bill collectors off my back.”

	“Oh, yes. Well. That’s the way it goes, isn’t it? The only difference between organized crime and organized business is that with crime, there aren’t any pretenses. You should have . . . What the hell is that?”

	“That? That’s rush hour.”

	There had been the belief that once science had fulfilled the long-held promise of flying cars, traffic jams would be a thing of the past. Those who held this belief clearly had never spoken to an air traffic controller. Airplanes could fly, after all, and while they didn’t have to deal with stop-and-go traffic, they did have to cope with holding patterns and painfully bureaucratic procedures and routes. The current state of things split the difference. Highways had been replaced with skyways, carefully delineated corridors in the sky, traced out by hovering pylons and laser fences. They were a few cars wide and a few cars tall. And when they got clogged? It wasn’t just a traffic jam. It was six traffic jams, stacked one on top of the other.

	“How long until we get to the starport?” he asked flatly.

	“Assuming it breaks up when it usually does? About three hours.”

	“The elevator to my flight is at 3:05 . . .”

	Lex glanced at the clock in the dash. 2:48.

	“Well, that’s the way it goes, isn’t it?” Lex quipped.

	Patel growled and checked a watch that could probably finance a college education.

	“When is the next flight that will get me to Operlo?” he rumbled.

	After a few taps at the console in the dash, a list of ships heading to the tiny system on the fringe of the populated portion of the galaxy scrolled across the display.

	“6:45,” Lex said.

	“That’s tolerable. As long as it gets me there by Monday,” Patel said.

	“Sorry. That’s a class two transport. It’s half the speed of the 3:05 . . . yep. It looks like the earliest you’ll be getting there is Wednesday morning, if you take the 11:50.”

	“No . . . No, that’s not acceptable. I need to be back by Monday. I have an exceedingly important business meeting that must be face to face. This deal falls through if I don’t shake hands with these weasels. They’ll give bandwidth rights to the miscreant on the other end!”

	“Well, I’m sorry to hear that, sir, whatever it means. I’m afraid you should have planned for traffic, chartered a direct flight, or at least sprung for a temporary express to the starport.”

	That was one of the nice parts about the skyways. Since they were only marked by pylons, for a fee the skyway service would toss a few dozen extra into the sky to map out a direct road from where someone was to where they wanted to be. Even now, he could see a swarm of them tracing off a web of personal roads for big shots looking to avoid the rush.

	“Too late for any of that now, though. We won’t even get to the next designated off-ramp by the time your flight leaves.”

	“This is a problem.”

	“My heart goes out to you, Mr. Patel, but there’s nothing we can do now, so just relax and enjoy a complimentary beverage.”

	“You know . . . if you were to somehow get me to that flight on time . . . I would be inclined to show my gratitude.”

	Lex’s eyes shot to the rearview mirror, his hand slowly working toward an innocuous piece of the dashboard.

	“How much gratitude are we talking about?”

	Diamond Nick snapped his fingers and one of his henchmen dug into a pocket, dumping a handful of colorful plastic discs into his open hand. They looked like poker chips, because that’s what they were. These days, gambling, like any other business, was franchised. Betting parlors were as common as tanning parlors, and they all used the same chips. The rise in popularity of the miniature corporate and privately-owned casinos coincided almost perfectly with the rise of the credit system. Direct-linked bank accounts and universal “credits” had replaced cash entirely, making all transactions quick, easy, and traceable. The chips had a set credit value, were nearly impossible to counterfeit, and were untraceable. They filled the void left by paper money, and were legitimate enough that some people actually paid their employees in chips. It was a handy way to keep things off the books, and it was just a quick trip to the casino to turn them into spendable credits.

	Patel held up six blue chips. Ten thousand credits each.

	“I could lose my license if I don’t do this right, Mr. Patel. I’m going to need a little more gratitude than that.”

	“I love a man who knows how to negotiate,” he said with a grin, swapping blue for red.

	Red chips were fifty thousand credits each, for a nice, even three hundred thousand. The number sounded more impressive than it was. Inflation and such meant that a decent cup of coffee would run you four or five hundred credits. That said, three hundred thousand would be enough to cover his rent and maybe take the heat off from some of the more vigorous bill collectors.

	“Get me to that space elevator in time to board the flight and it is all yours.”

	Lex’s eyes shot from the mirror to the dashboard to the traffic, and back to the mirror. Finally, he dug out a piece of gum and popped it in his mouth.

	“Strap in,” he said, adding, “you hereby absolve Lex Express and its parent company Milton Livery Limited of any liability for laws broken or trauma endured. Thank you.”

	Three taps to an out of the way part of the dash caused the console to flash and reveal a rather crude and pixelated set of controls. He slid his finger along a color slider, then checked two boxes.

	“What was that?” Patel asked, craning his neck to see the panel.

	“We just became a cream-colored limo with a nonsense license plate and the transponder code of an ambulance.”

	As he spoke, the black finish visible on the hood of the limo patchily gave way to off-white. Generally speaking, the hot-swap paint system was supposed to be only for display cars, but certain less-than-scrupulous mechanics would install it for anyone looking to change their vehicle’s color on a whim. The transponder spoofer and license scrambler were hand-me-downs from a certain other enterprise Lex was involved in.

	He maneuvered the limo up and to the left. There wasn’t enough space between vertical lanes to slip through, and there wasn’t nearly enough between horizontal ones, but at the right angle, he could j-u-u-st thread the needle in the catty-corner space. He found the groove and accelerated. If life was simple, he could have just done that the whole way. As it happened, people liked to drift in and out of their lanes, change lanes in hopes of gaining a few car-lengths, things of that nature. That didn’t even account for the people who liked to impose the rules of the road by purposely moving just enough to block the way. Finding a safe route required a very specific skill set and razor-sharp reflexes. The sort of things a racer might have.

	Lex wove his way recklessly through the traffic, gaining speed all the way. He pitched and tilted the limo, swooping up and over low-profile cars, twisting sideways between narrow ones, and slicing through openings a fraction of an inch larger than the car itself. In the back, his passengers were getting rather severely shaken up as they fumbled for the five-point restraints. The sturdy, well-designed buckles and straps were the modern replacements for seat belts, which basically meant that they were ignored until right after they were needed.

	“What the hell are you doing?” Patel objected.

	“Merging. Aggressively. I told you to strap in,” Lex said, pulling hard to the right to catch the turn for the starport.

	“I thought you were just going to leave the skyway! Go straight there!”

	“No, sir. Crossing the edge of the skyway would trigger all sorts of traffic alerts. Cops would be on me in fifteen seconds and we wouldn’t be going anywhere. Nope, the secret is to cut right through the middle. That way, even if they see you, they have to get to you, so you--”

	“Never mind the explanations, kid, just pay attention to where you’re going!”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Despite having the same operating principles, there were subtle differences between the hoversleds found on a race track and the hovercars on a skyway. For one, a car in general--and a limo in particular--didn’t have very much need to adjust pitch. The barrel roll wasn’t a standard maneuver during a commute, after all. That meant that rather than being incorporated into a joystick or flight yolk-style controller as in a sled, a car manipulated such things with hard to reach switches and knobs. Pulling off the acrobatics Lex was achieving required constantly moving hands from this control to that and back again. The ex-racer did so flawlessly, his hands darting with the frantic grace of a sideshow freak juggling broken bottles.

	As the clock on the dash bleeped for the three o’clock hour, flashing lights showed up in the mirror. Three boxy police cars drifted up along the outside of the skyway, and an angry voice croaked across the radio.

	“You are driving recklessly. Leave the skyway and remand yourself and your vehicle to--”

	Lex tapped a button on the display and the transmission was swallowed by stuttering digital distortion.

	“Well, would you look at that. Radio’s on the fritz.”

	Ahead, cars began to bunch up, pulling over to allow the cops to enter. Rather than ride the wake right into some sort of an intercept maneuver, Lex managed to shove himself ahead of the wave of shifting cars, squeezing between traffic and the lower corner of the skyway.

	“You sure you know what you’re doing?” Patel asked as the bottoms of cars whipped by his window close enough to rattle the panes.

	“Oh, sure. We’re heading down now. Once this baby gets her repulsors dug into the ground, I can really start moving.”

	Right on cue, the ground came whipping up beneath them. No longer simply held aloft by anti-gravity units, the vehicle’s futuristic replacements for wheels could be put to work. Bigger, beefier versions of the same things that made his delivery bike work, the repulsors used the interplay between two tangible energy fields to create a synchronized wave pattern capable of instituting temporary charge differences between the vehicle and road surface for the purposes of facilitating the attraction and repulsion necessary to maintain an approximately constant distance.

	In other words, he had traction now.

	Traction meant sharper turns, quicker stops, and generally more room for suicidal stunts. The ground also meant that the cops would have things like buildings and pedestrians to worry about. Lex would have to worry about those things too, of course--but as the pursued, he had the benefit knowing where he was going. Right now, that was a sharp right into the entry tunnel to the lower levels of the starport.

	“That’s arrivals! We want departures!”

	“Yes, Mr. Patel. I’m familiar with how starports work,” Lex said calmly, watching the clock roll over to 3:02. He throttled down until they were actually moving slightly slower than the surrounding traffic. Behind them, the police were held up in the bottleneck of the tunnel’s entrance. “Do me a favor and push your head and neck firmly against the headrest.”

	“Why--”

	“Now, please.”

	The departure and arrival tunnels ran side by side in opposite directions, with the usual sections of wall removed to allow easier access for maintenance and emergency crews. Lex juiced the repulsors, lurching the limo upward, then flipped them off. This sent the ponderous luxury vehicle into a graceful leap. He then twiddled a knob and pulled hard at the wheel, pivoting the vehicle so the bottom aligned with the narrow edge of the gap in the wall. He flipped another switch, maxing out the repulsors again, and slowly eased them down as they approached the wall. They came to a stop halfway up the wall, with the bottom of the limo inches away from it. He then juiced the repulsors once more, sending the limo springing off again. The end result was a bizarre mixture of stunt driving and parkour. It took moments and shifted the car from keeping up with traffic in one direction to keeping up with traffic in the other, with a wall jump in between.

	“Gotta love the luxury class models. Inertial dampeners for a smoother ride. Try that sort of thing in an economy model and we’re looking at concussions and/or paralysis.”

	He eased the limo into a lane, flipped the plate and transponder back to the way they ought to be, and returned it to an unremarkable black color. A few moments later, 3:03, he pulled up at the appropriate gate. There was a little bit of a commotion in the tunnel behind them as the handful of drivers who witnessed the stunt made their way out of the snarl it caused, but when something like that happened, the other drivers almost always, in Lex's experience, fixated on the event itself rather than where the thing went afterward or whether it had changed color. And everyone on foot seemed to be distracted by a tight huddle of bodies off to the side, surrounding some bright lights and flashing cameras.

	“Bags!” Nick barked at his men as they stepped out of the car on wobbly legs.

	Lex got out of the driver’s seat and held the door in standard chauffeur fashion.

	“Thank you for choosing Lex Express. First class boarding line is right over there, Mr. Patel. The time is . . . 3:04:12. Best hop on,” he said, holding his white-gloved hand in the universal sign for “Tip me.”

	“You crazy bastard,” Patel said with a smile and a shake of his head, as though it was princely praise. “Here’s your money, and well earned. If you ever need a decent job--”

	“I’ll stop you right there,” Lex said, holding up a hand. “I’ve had enough of those kinds of jobs.”

	Diamond Nick pulled the hand down by the wrist and gave it a bone-crushing shake.

	“Even so, drop me a line, madman.”

	When he took his hand away, he left behind a business card. He then followed his muscle into the elevator a few moments before they shut the door. Lex looked the card over. An honest to goodness business card. Printed on paper. It was charmingly anachronistic, like sending a postcard written in fountain pen. The fact that it left no electronic trail probably helped. It left a paper trail, sure, but computers couldn’t search a paper trail. Slipping it into an inside pocket, Lex leaned against the limo and let the aftermath of the rush roll over him, admiring the place as he did.

	The starport was like any transport hub--magnified a few dozen times. It was big, open, and crowded. Half of the place was devoted to arrivals; the other, departures. Along with a shopping mall full of overpriced shops, there was a massive, matte black cable in the center, a space tether. The thing stood like a sequoia, extending up and out of sight. It was joined by about three dozen others of various sizes, each anchored in the center of a near identical cluster of shops and gates, all lined up along a twenty-mile stretch of the planet’s equator. Technically, the entire row taken as a whole was a single starport, but locally and professionally, the tethers were treated as different facilities. It made sense, since each one led to a stardock devoted to a different quadrant of space.

	Flashing lights at the corner of his vision caught Lex’s attention. Across the port, police were going over the arrivals area with a fine-tooth comb. True, they would be looking for the wrong color, but even so, it was likely not the best time to be standing next to a limo. He climbed in, smiled, and headed off to redeem his tip.

	

		Chapter 3



	Lex stumbled up to the door of his apartment building. After putting the limo back in the livery garage, he had decided do some celebrating. He’d cashed in his tip at the biggest casino in town, except for one chip. After the day he’d had, a little fun was in order. He’d left his tux on (if he was going to celebrate, he might as well do it in style) and hit the blackjack table. Lex was by no means a professional gambler, or even a talented amateur, but he could make his money last long enough to get his fill of complimentary food and drinks. By the time he’d decided he’d had enough, his fifty thousand credit chip had turned into a pair of thousand credit chips, a belly full of shrimp cocktail, and about three rum and Cokes too many. Following a return bike ride filled with the kind of slow caution only alcohol can inspire, he was at his door.

	With the bike powered down on one shoulder, he fumbled for his slidepad and swiped it past the door panel. The only result was a disappointing beep. He tried a few more times with similar results before he was able to force aside enough of the haze of inebriation to notice the message on the screen to go along with the sad little noise. It was not good. It was so not good, in fact, that he decided it must be wrong. He pulled up the building directory on the panel, slurred his landlady’s name, and a few minutes later was greeted by a less-than-charming voice.

	“What the hell do you want?” came the voice of an aging and irritable woman.

	The video on the screen was illuminated only by the light of her display, giving her face the grainy, washed out look that was so popular in the sort of videos that made the careers of porn stars and ruined the reputations of movie starlets. Picturing his landlady in such a performance nearly brought back some of the shrimp cocktail.

	“Hi, Mrs. Dunne. There’s something wrong with the panel.”

	“Do you know what time it is!?”

	“Uh, no, actually,” he said, checking his pad. He grimaced. 11:10. “Sorry about that. Uh, about the panel though. It says I’m evicted.”

	“That’s because you are evicted, Alexander.”

	“Wh-what? But it’s, like,” he sputtered, checking the date on his pad, “the eighteenth. Rent is only three days late!”

	“This month’s rent is. I’m still waiting for the last three months!”

	“I paid April! Mostly.”

	“Get off my property, Alexander,” she said, reaching for the screen.

	“Wait, wait, wait!” he said, quickly tapping through a few directories and shortcuts on the pad before pressing his thumb to it, dumping the contents of his bank account into hers. “There!”

	She grumbled and brought up something on the side of her screen.

	“You’re still half a month shy.”

	“At least let me in to get changed!”

	“Oh, no. You’ll go in, grab your stuff, and I’m out half a month’s rent. The door stays locked until we’re square. I’ll consider the crap in your apartment collateral.”

	The transmission cut off, and any further attempts to reach her dumped directly to a video away message, one she’d recorded two months earlier when her cat was sick that she’d never bothered to update. Finally, he gave up and flipped his bike on so he’d have a place to sit.

	“Okay, Lex. You’re homeless, you’re drunk, you’re broke, and you’re wearing a tuxedo,” he assessed. “You’ve had better days.”

	He considered his options, but the potent mixture of alcohol, sugar, and seafood was gumming up the works. Eventually, he settled on the same choice a thousand other drunk, lonely men had made before him.

	He decided to call his ex.

	For the first time in longer than he cared to consider, he had to dig deeper into his contacts than his favorites list, which was currently dominated by take-out restaurants. Eventually he found Michella. Next to her name, a short sequence of video clips silently rolled by. He watched them for a minute. Half of them were of her angrily telling him to shut the camera off. There were a few of her in her racetrack outfit. She'd wanted to be as close to the track as possible, so they'd made her an honorary member of the pit crew, complete with ad-strewn jumpsuit. The last one was her signature wink and blown kiss. Finally, he tapped her name. The wireless flipped on, causing the missed messages count to skyrocket, and a moment later the words “Establishing Connection” began to pulsate across the screen.

	Lex held out the pad, raked his fingers through his hair, and tried to straighten his bow tie. He was still working at it when the feed connected.

	“Trevor,” she said.

	For a single word, she managed to deliver it with an impressive depth of meaning. There was a hint of disappointment, a heap of irritation, and just the tiniest speck of reminiscence.

	“Hi, Mitch . . . ella,” he stumbled. He remembered just a moment too late that she hated the nickname Mitch. (It sounded too much like something else.) He’d taken to using it to playfully annoy her. Now probably wasn’t the time for that. “Been a while. I, uh, I didn’t wake you up, did I?”

	There was no need to ask. He clearly hadn’t. From the angle of things, she’d answered at her workstation. She was wearing the glasses she wore in private, since she was too skittish for corrective surgery, and an old, beat-up T-shirt. On the desk beside her was a cup, no doubt filled with hot chocolate. The image brought memories surging back. How many times had he seen her like that in the evenings after class at college? The only thing missing was himself in the background, quizzing her on her broadcasting notes or wasting the night on a racing game. The visions washed over him as he stared at her face. Even without makeup, even as she would never dare be seen in public, she was magnificent.

	“No, no. Working late. Actually, I was about to call you.”

	“You . . . you were? That’s cool. Me, too.”

	After more than a year and a half without more than an exchanged nod at the odd party or yesterday’s group message, it should have struck him as unlikely. His drunken mind wasn’t quite so skeptical.

	“Yeah. You remember what I was doing today?”

	His face screwed up as he rummaged through his booze addled memory.

	“The . . . uh . . . The news thing! At the starport!” he declared triumphantly.

	“Right, right. Well, I was going through some of the B-roll we shot, and you’ll never guess who I saw.”

	“Who?”

	“You.”

	She made some motion off-screen and the corner of the slidepad showed video from the starport earlier that day. The camera was actually pointed at some business bigwig or something, but as she fiddled with the controls, the video zoomed over his right shoulder and there he was, in his tux, right next to the limo.

	“Wow. Look at that. Am I gonna be in the broadcast?”

	She sighed heavily.

	“Who’s that man with you, Trev?” she asked flatly.

	“Uh, that’s . . . Oh . . .”

	More memories came flooding back. Not good ones. Michella had stood by him when he started slipping into debt. She’d even stood by him when he was found out for throwing the race. The last straw had been when she found out why. Everything else she could put aside, but the moment she heard that mobsters were involved, she'd exploded. And now there he was, the frame frozen in the corner of the screen showing him with--

	“Nicholas ‘Nicky the Diamond’ Patel!” she hissed.

	“It’s Diamond Nick, actually,” he blurted stupidly.

	“Oh, well, excuse me. I’m not one of his lackeys.”

	“Hey, hey. It isn’t like that. He hired the limo. He was just a client.”

	“Oh, yeah, then what’s this?”

	The video flipped forward a few more frames, to the point where the tip was delivered. She then zoomed in on the exchange, blowing up the video enough to clearly make out all six chips, and even read the denomination on the top one. Damn high-resolution cameras.

	“It wasn’t . . . I didn’t do anything illegal for him. Well . . . not mobster illegal. I just got him to the starport quick. That’s it!”

	“That is it, Trevor. I . . . I’d been keeping an eye on you, you know. It looked like I might have been wrong. I wanted to be wrong, you know? The limo thing. The delivery boy thing on the side. Decent, legitimate work. I thought you’d changed.” She faltered, the tears showing in her
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